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(Under the Direction of  
Sheri Hardee) 
ABSTRACT 
 The purpose of this case study is to conduct research on the impacts of the University of 
North Georgia’s (UNG) Blue Ridge Scholars (BRS) program offered on the UNG Blue Ridge 
campus in Fannin County, Georgia. The UNG Blue Ridge campus, one of five campuses that 
comprise the entire UNG institution, provides college courses for the first and second years of 
study only. Fannin County is located in the most northern service area of the university. The 
location is significant due to the purposeful selection of a north Georgia area in the Appalachian 
region that had no post-secondary institution for local students to attend; thereby the creation of 
the Blue Ridge campus was incentivized to increase the opportunity for rural students to begin 
their collegiate education. The Appalachian region, including Fannin County, Georgia, 
constitutes culture and community to be celebrated, yet demographics continue to show low 
college completion rates. The BRS program was created with the intention to identify students at 
risk of not completing college. Being a first-generation college student, having lower test scores, 
and holding a job are some of the recognized factors for risk of leaving college. The UNG BRS 
program provides additional advising, academic support, and student engagement by service-
learning activities to increase retention, reduce barriers and provide a pathway for students to 
continue their post-secondary education at a four-year campus. Findings were centered on 
transitions from high school to college, and from a small college campus to a larger, four-year 
campus, and show positive results stemming from participating in the BRS program. 
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From chips and shards, in idle times, 
I made these stories, shaped these rhymes; 
May they engage some friendly tongue 
When I am past the reach of song.  
~Byron Herbert Reece, 1950a 
In his 1963 “Remarks at a meeting to consider the economic problems of the Appalachian 
Region,” President Kennedy declared, “The Appalachian region is an area rich in potential. Its 
people are hard-working, intelligent, resourceful, and capable of responding successfully to 
education and training. They are loyal to their homes, to their families, to their States, and to 
their country” (American Presidency Project, n.d.). Here, he chose to highlight the richness of 
Appalachia in his attempts to address the poverty ravaging this region and the stereotypes many 
held regarding this area of the United States. Almost sixty years have passed since President 
Kennedy witnessed the poverty of West Virginia, while campaigning for the office of the 
presidency, and brought the plight of the Appalachian people to the forefront of the federal 
agencies and to the Nation as a whole. President Kennedy called for the creation of the Area 
Redevelopment Act (ARA), which eventually became the Appalachian Regional Commission 
(ARC). The Appalachian Region was named by the U.S. government to create a jurisdiction to 
address its poor economic conditions (Moore, 2005). The Appalachian Region, extending from 
Northern Mississippi to Southern New York, encompasses a mountain range referred to as the 
Appalachian Mountains. Within this region are vast differences from metropolitan cities to rural 
communities. At the same time that we acknowledge that there are vast differences in the region, 
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there remains an ideology about Appalachia that continues to reinforce the model of a poverty-
stricken people by studies that support this narrative, even amidst scholarship that indicates 
differently. 
Programs such as the ARC were developed from President Kennedy’s War on Poverty. 
Kennedy’s successor, President Johnson, promised to carry the mantle for the government 
program, but the promise remains unfulfilled. Created in 1965 as a partnership agency with 
federal, state, and local governments, the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) lists five 
goals in its strategic plan meant to address the needs of the communities located within its 
bounds: “Economic Opportunities, Ready Workforce, Critical Infrastructure, Natural and 
Cultural Assets, and Leadership and Community Capacity” (n.d.-a). These goals, however, have 
remained unmet from the program’s inception. While the 1965 United States Code described the 
general provisions of the ARC, one of the original intents by President Kennedy was to address 
unemployment, because, as McGill (1963) noted, Appalachian people were living in “desolation, 
squalor, hunger and hopelessness.” By 1985, though, in a 20-year review of the state of 
Appalachia, Franklin (1985) described regional conditions as showing little improvement. 
Ironically, one project from the ARA, road improvements, has served to help residents leave the 
area as evident in a remark by economist Miernyk (in Franklin, 1985): “At least the highways 
make it somewhat easier for people to abandon the area, as I think many will now be forced to 
do” (p. 2). In fact, in their ARC study, Pollard and Jacobsen (2018) illustrated that during the 
2012-2016 span, poverty levels were still rising and had not recovered from the recent 2008 
recession. Recent literature points to a systematic misrepresentation of Appalachia. While 
McGill (1963) reiterated the model of poverty attributable to people of this region, others dispute 
the assumption that Appalachia people contribute to this narrative through their own actions. 
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Catte (2018) wrote “the press often used the perceived helplessness of Appalachians to naturalize 
a specific political choice and ignored the voices and stories of those attempting to call a 
different outcome into being” (p. 51). The revelation of differences in published articles versus 
people within a region who continue to revise the narrative should be considered. The people 
who Kennedy described are people who face obstacles head-on if they are given the 
opportunities afforded to others outside of this region.  
While the Appalachian region is vast with a variety of factors contributing to poverty 
and/or low education attainment, this study provides an examination of one north Georgia 
university’s efforts to break this cycle. As one of Appalachia’s smaller rural areas, Dahlonega 
Georgia, located in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, is home to both native-born 
families and those relocating from other places. The town attracts many individuals for its 
tourism industry based on the discovery of gold in the 1800s, and in many ways, the tourism 
industry and relocated families make this small Appalachian town unique. This town is also 
distinctive in that it houses a university, the University of North Georgia, which was founded in 
1873; its main administration building is located on the sight of the former Dahlonega mint, 
where coins were minted from Dahlonega gold. Dahlonega, the county seat of Lumpkin, is home 
to the U.S. Army Ranger Camp Frank D. Merrill. The Dahlonega/Lumpkin County area offers 
employment through automotive bearings and switch manufacturing, medical offices, the local 
school system, the university, and many small businesses.  
In 2015, the University added a new campus located in Blue Ridge, Georgia, to create an 
opportunity for students living in the north Georgia mountains to attend college. In her 2015 
Faculty-Staff Assembly remarks, the University’s President, Dr. Bonita Jacobs stated, “we know 
we have counties in that region with a low college completion rate. We know we can change 
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that” (p. 13). This claim is supported by the regional ARC maps (see Figure 1, ARC, n.d.-d) 
identifying impoverished areas and linking these areas with low college completion rates. 
According to Sandy Ott, Director of the UNG Blue Ridge Campus, more than 50 percent of the 
student population enrolled on this campus hails from Fannin County, where the campus is 
located. In this particular county, 13.6 percent of their population lives below the poverty level 
and 14.2 percent of the population has less than a high school diploma (United States Census 
Bureau Quickfacts, 2017). Other counties where UNG campuses are located also have levels of 
poverty relative to Fannin County; however, this study is narrowed down to the Blue Ridge 
campus. In comparison, the poverty rate of the United States in 2017 is 12.3% (U.S. Census 
Income and Poverty in the United States, 2017). 
Problem 
The problems of poverty remain prevalent and affect other life factors, such as college 
attendance and completion rates. To explain, the “Appalachia Then and Now” (n.d.) data trends 
reveal an ever-widening gap of educational attainment as a continuing trend since the passage of 
the Appalachian Regional Development Act of 1964. Given the problems with infrastructure, 
education has not been a priority, and the poorest communities continue to run parallel with 









Figure 2. Map of Appalachia and College Completion Rates 
 
As seen in the ARC maps provided above, a mix of poverty, unemployment, and low opportunity 
appears to correlate to less educated adults. Outmigration of youth, perceived barriers to 
education, little employment opportunity, and a duty to support family contribute to the 
continuing problem of poverty and low education rates, a cyclical problem that is difficult, but 
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not impossible, to break (Appalachia Then and Now, n.d.). While socio-economic status (SES) 
issues remain problematic, recognizing issues that contribute to this issue is helpful to learn how 
to move forward toward improvement by creating partnerships with existing resources. 
A report by McDaniels (2018) from the Center for America Progress describes how rural schools 
have difficulty in attracting highly qualified teachers: long distance commutes, lack of local 
health services, and poorly funded infrastructure are significant elements for communities to 
overcome. The State of Georgia (n.d.) Report Card for school year 2015-2016 indicates high 
poverty schools have 6.45 percent of their classes not taught by high quality teachers while low 
poverty schools have 3.23 percent. The school districts often turn to faith-based organizations, 
local agencies, and family involvement to create a partnership of resources for the students. 
Tables 1 and 2 indicate federal and state financial support for each campus county and the 
graduation, absenteeism rates and Hope eligibility, with Fannin County showing a low post-
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Lumpkin 13.9% 83.3% 26.7% $8,741.25 $631.95 
Hall 13.3% 78.2% 23.5% $7,858.55 $500.07 
Forsyth 5.3% 92.5% 50.2% $7,725.94 $226.29 
Oconee 6.5% 94.3% 48.2% $7,969.52 $228.18 
Fannin 13.6% 85.8% 19.0% $10,204.22 $649.82 
 
State of Georgia Per Pupil Expenditure $9,085.97 (2017) 
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Not Economically Disadvantaged Students, Absenteeism Rates and Hope Eligibility. 
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Lumpkin 86.5% 90.2% 19.2% 6.5% 55.8% 
Hall 79.9% 85.6% 13.4% 11.8% 47.0% 
Forsyth 77.3% 95.0% 11.7% 6.7% 62.6% 
Oconee 91.9% 96.3% 12.3% 4.7% 75.0% 
Fannin 86.4% 95.7% 19.2% 8.2% 58.1% 
*More than 15 days absent % 
 
The transition to a post-secondary institution from an impoverished area can be difficult 
for a student who desires to attend college. While the UNG Blue Ridge Campus is an attempt to 
create opportunities for local residents to explore higher education, the question centers on 
whether this new student campus will become a strong enough force to encourage students from 
the Appalachian area to complete college. 
The faculty and staff on the UNG Blue Ridge campus recognized that additional support 
is needed for first-generation students hailing from families with limited incomes. To provide 
that support, they developed a program called the Blue Ridge Scholars, which serves to 
effectuate community engagement as a purposeful link to the UNG Carnegie Community 
Engagement Classification. The BRS program is based on a model developed by the Guttman 
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Community College of the City University of New York (CUNY). The institutional overarching 
goals are found on their website (Guttman Community College, n.d.-b): 
1. Create an equitable community in which all students, faculty, and staff from 
diverse backgrounds can work to the best of their ability. 
2. Engage in continuous assessment and rigorous and sustained research of its 
model to improve overall effectiveness in pursuit of its mission. 
The UNG Blue Ridge students include three cohorts thus far, with the majority of 
students needing to transition to a four-year institution after one to one and half years. The 
program operates in a cohort model, in which students take courses together, and it provides 
students with intensive advising, academic coaching, high-impact teaching practices such as 
awareness of substance abuse, poverty, and literacy promotion with community-based events 
(Pearl & Price, 2018).  
The purpose of this study is to explore the narratives of these UNG Blue Ridge Scholars 
to understand their perceptions of support, influences, barriers, and successes. In exploring the 
barriers students from Appalachia often face, this particular case study will examine the 
participants’ perceptions of high school preparedness, the transitions from high school to college, 
and the transition from the Blue Ridge campus to other campuses. The goals are to learn from 
these UNG Blue Ridge students about their perceptions of post-secondary education, their 
perceived challenges and successes, and what they hope to accomplish with a college degree so 
that UNG can better serve its population in our Appalachian region. Although the Blue Ridge 
campus serves more than these scholars, my goal with this research is to learn whether and how 
the impact of these extra services factors into these students’ lives and whether such services 
could be replicated across institutions serving similar underserved populations.  
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A case study designed to include interviews with students from multiple cohorts of the 
UNG BRS program will provide insights of whether and how this particular program influences 
students living in the Appalachian region to obtain a college degree. As part of this exploration, I 
will discuss the design of the program, program implementation, the methodology of how 
students are chosen to participate, and students’ perceptions of their potential success for college 
completion. The students’ high school to college transition and the eventual transition to another 
campus will be examined for possible barriers that make college difficult. The study will allow 
an examination of a phenomenon as it occurs, while understanding that as time progresses, the 
participants also change (Bhattacharya, 2017). Cohorts participating in this study, either as a 
current or past BR Scholar, can share their experience and how the program has impacted  
their current student status. The participants will be referred to as “Scholars,” “BRS,” or 
“participants.” 
The BRS program offers a unique opportunity to study a new phenomenon created by 
UNG in a remote area of the North Georgia Appalachian Mountains. As literature written by 
Tinto (1993, 1999), Schlossberg (1989), Astin (1984), and many others emphasized the 
importance of transitions, student engagement, and retention in the students’ success for college 
completion, it is valuable to understand the BRS cohorts’ perceptions of this program on their 
own collegiate abilities and whether they feel they have the tools to be successful. The 
Appalachian Regional Commission, with the sponsorship of U.S. presidents, continues to 
provide research showing high poverty levels and low college completion rates by geographical 
areas within the Appalachian regions. The BRS program takes a more individualistic approach to 
serve each student with an emphasis on those who may be at risk for not obtaining a degree. The 
work of UNG administrators, with the backing of the UNG president, offers support by seeking 
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to understand the needs of individual students and creating plans to assist with those 
individualized needs. It is important for students to attend college locally and to continue to live 
at home and remain employed. One BRS described the opportunity to attend college in the Blue 
Ridge area: “I could have ended up somewhere else, traveling endless miles and hours to a 
different university. But because of this campus, I get to go to college locally, continue working 
at my job and even live in my own home” (Leonard, 2018). For this student and others, the Blue 
Ridge campus could be the difference between starting or not starting college. This study seeks 
to highlight both obstacles to educational attainment and means for overcoming those challenges 
and providing tools for success for students who have historically been less likely to attain a 















LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMING 
I am from clothespins, 
From Clorox and carbon-tetrachloride. 
I am from the dirt under the back porch. 
(Black, glistening, it tasted like beets.) 
I am from the forsythia bush 
the Dutch elm 
whose long-done limbs I remember 
as if they were my own.  
⁓George Ella Lyon, 1993 
Historical Background 
To understand Appalachia and the impact of the intermingling of education and 
socioeconomic status on the area today is to understand the historical underpinnings of the 
region. Elam (2002) described European immigrants settling in the Kentucky mountains as 
individuals who were “rugged, ingenious, and wanted to be left alone” (para. 3). As researchers 
and writers often emphasize, this fierce independence, heightened in part due to distrust of a 
government that failed them, created the beginning of a culture of people who wanted little 
outside interference in their life choices, hence postponing government-provided education (Ali 
& Saunders, 2006; Bigart, 1963; Caudill, 1962; Franklin, 1971, 1985; Towers, 2005; Wright, 
2012). Unfortunately, this same rugged individualism contributed to a culture of lagging 
educational opportunities intermingled with a stubborn independence. Indeed, lingering vestiges 
of this insular but impoverished culture are apparent today as the ARC reports higher poverty 
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rates and lower college completion rates of the Appalachian region in contrast to the United 
States population (n.d.-b). Although there was once an economic boom of coal mining resulting 
in the employment of locals, this evaporated due to two major elements: (1) the end of World 
War II and (2) the overexpansion of the industry created during the war (Moonlit Road, n.d.). 
Many families, depending on employment related to coal mining, became destitute, and this 
directly impacted educational attainment as well. It is important to address here that Elam’s 
description refers to European immigrants, yet Appalachia is made up of many different people. 
According to Simon (2014), Native Americans were forcibly removed while Africans were 
brought in due to slavery. Elam’s description left out ethnic and minority communities, or 
anyone not considered “white.” Indeed, many immigrants were attracted to the plentiful jobs due 
to coal mining and timber harvesting (Simon, 2014). A current ARC chart for 2017 indicates 
“White alone, not Hispanic is at 81.4% with minorities at 18.6%” (ARC, n.d.-b) Although 
communities of all people regardless of background should be represented, the described 
oppression seems to be blamed on the white majority of people in the region due to their 
attitudes. As described by Catte (2018) the people of Appalachia are deemed white, and “Other 
individuals who do not exist include all nonwhite people, anyone with progressive politics, those 
who care about the environment, LGBTQ individuals, young folks, and a host of others” (p. 9). 
Beliefs of a non-diversified Appalachia still exist in those who continue to perpetuate 
misconceptions of the area. 
There were grassroots attempts in Appalachia to improve the quality of life in its 
communities, but these attempts were often made ineffective by toxic leadership which created a 
welfare state instead of self-sustenance. Early in the 1900s, a coalition of “mountain workers” 
comprised of “preachers, teachers, and social workers” organized the Conference of Southern 
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Mountain Workers (Whisnant, 1974, p. 8). Unfortunately, lack of strong leadership and mission 
produced little improvement to the Appalachian region due to a distrust of outsiders and a 
reluctance to change, as evident from the CSM “Program of the Mountains” statement that 
acknowledged a friendly relationship with “Northern capitalists” who nevertheless demanded to 
protect their “birthrights” (p. 9). New leadership eventually led to the change from “Conference” 
to “Council,” resulting in the Council of the Southern Mountains (CSM) having a permanent 
executive director position. This change created an organization with development goals 
including obtaining grants for community growth and incentivizing membership to work for 
improvement in the area. While the plight of poverty-ridden Appalachia was becoming 
increasingly public, other leadership groups were developing their own activist efforts. John 
Whisman, involved in the Kentucky Jaycees, and Berea College president Willis Weatherford 
led community leaders to create the Eastern Kentucky Regional Development Council which 
eventually gained government support as a commission to study a long-range plan (Eller 2010).  
The past economic highs and lows for local Appalachians were directly related to the 
region’s natural resources and the corporations that afforded job opportunities. Indeed, the 
history of industrialization in the Appalachian region and the damage to local resources and 
families that stemmed from misuse of the land directly affected the local economy and thus 
education. Families, relying on employment from the outside interests that controlled the timber 
and mineral industry, depended on corporations that “owned” the resources. The workforce, 
revived with the outbreak of World War II, created employment that provided much-needed 
income for Appalachian families. Local leaders, however, did not help the Appalachian 
communities; instead, leaders’ decisions were based on personal gains due to connections with 
those controlling the natural resources (Eller, 2010). In many ways, this push and pull stifled 
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communities, resulting in feuding families, a loss of resources, and a lack of cohesiveness in 
many communities. As a result, the lack of community development with schools, transportation, 
and business growth kept many families stagnant in their current socio-economic status.  
 To try to alleviate the situation, during the Kennedy era of politics, Senator Robert F. 
Kennedy was instrumental in creating a study of the Southern Tier counties within the ARC 
umbrella. Southern Tier counties are located in New York State (ARC, n.d.-e). However, 
corruption by local leaders misdirected the government funding to their own self-serving 
interests. Again, although this example is specific to New York, similar issues were occurring 
across Appalachia. And Kennedy, while proposing to enhance community power to “place 
resources – whether antipoverty volunteer workers, federal funding, or private investment – into 
the hands of the poor at the grassroots level, routing it around unresponsive local political 
organizations” (Schmitt, p. 398), only highlighted the need for changing the local political 
influences; however, he was not able to catalyze change within the power structure of his own 
political party. Unfortunately, this recognition that local politicians were not developing 
communities but rather their own personal interests still did not revolutionize politics at the local 
level (Schmitt, 2009). 
 As this example illustrates, the economic condition is directly linked to the leadership of 
Appalachia, and corrupt political leaders define the essence of toxic leadership. Padilla, Hogan, 
and Kaiser’s (2007) toxic triangle is useful to describe the condition of Appalachian self-serving 
political leaders, including “destructive leaders, susceptible followers, and conductive 
environments” (as cited in Thoroughgood, Padilla, Hunter, & Tate, 2012, p. 899). As indicated, 
local political leaders made decisions based not on the good of the community, but in their own 
self-interests. The people of the Appalachian region had little or no education opportunities, 
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making their susceptibility risk higher to continual poverty and a sense of fatalism. Elam (2002), 
for example, described the Appalachian people as a group of individualists for whom “a fatalistic 
and fundamentalist view of life developed coping skills that perpetuated the acceptance of the 
status quo” (p. 11). Although this was not true for all, it was certainly the case for many, and this 
acceptance of conditions created a certain susceptibility to decisions made by politicians that did 
little or nothing to help the conditions of the region. Moreover, a certain followership within the 
community is described as more of a passive reaction in relation to the poverty-inducing sense of 
fatalism. Thoroughgood et al. (2012) described these traits of passive followers as allowing for 
undisruptive reactions to those in authority who then take advantage of the situation. As a result, 
the circumstances of poverty created an environment where unethical behavior of those in power 
was unleashed relentlessly.  
As seen then, leadership influences in Appalachia, from teachers, local politicians, and 
U.S. presidents, whether as toxic leaders or visionary, charismatic, authoritative, or servant 
leaders, have not been completely successful in combating the poverty level that still exists in 
many communities. In many ways, these influences resulted in the development of deficit 
perspectives in relation to the people of Appalachia. Bigart (1963) cited Caudill’s lament about 
federal welfare programs contributing to the growth of local political control: 
They thrive on the present economic malaise and are powerful because the people are 
helpless. The continuance of their influence hinges on the bloated welfare program, and 
they will oppose by every available means any effort to restore the people to productivity 
and self-reliance. (Caudill, 1963) 
The Bigart article published in the New York Times is believed to have had some influence on 
legislation introduced by President John F. Kennedy. President Kennedy and Senator Robert 
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Kennedy both exhibited a greater vision of the possibilities for the Appalachian people. As noted 
in the Harry Caudill Papers (1968), Caudill, in a conversation with Senator Robert Kennedy, 
attested to the regard the Appalachian people felt toward the senator: “Harry Caudill told 
Kennedy after the eastern Kentucky hearings that his was ‘the rallying name in these troubled 
years’ that ‘instinctively millions of people like those whom you saw here look to you . . . for 
leadership and guidance’” (as cited in Schmitt, 2009, p. 398). The opinion of Caudill reflects the 
follower compliance theory of Barbuto (2000) where the leader depends on the reaction of the 
followers for reinforcement of a compatible power base through their compliance (as cited by 
Thoroughgood et al., 2012, p. 5). The conversation between Caudill and Kennedy could be 
construed as a validation from the followers to the leadership demonstrated by Kennedy. And as 
Caudill’s writings exposed the toxic political leadership to keep the Appalachian people under 
the thumb of federal welfare and to work against any restoration of their former working class, 
the continued dependency on welfare further extended economic instability.  
Wallace and Diekroger (2000) described how this culture created in Appalachia by a mix 
of damaging industry, extreme poverty, and toxic leadership resulted in creating a dire message 
about education, especially post-secondary education. Ali and Saunders (2006) noted, “Because 
of the strong sense of kinship, these students may also choose to rely solely on family members 
for assistance in career planning” (p. 39). Wallace and Diekroger (2000) cite Branscome, director 
of the Appalachian Regional Commission youth leadership programs, when they wrote, “No 
institution of American society is more divorced from Appalachia than the higher educational 
system which resides within it” (as cited in Ergood & Kuhre, 1991, p. 3). The Appalachian 
culture maintained traditional values where the patriarch of the family was the leader while 
women typically remained in the traditional role of maintaining the home (Wallace & Diekroger, 
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2000). Given the isolation of Appalachian culture, family opinion shaped many Appalachian 
children’s expectation of life choices by emphasizing self-reliance but underplaying the potential 
of education, as this was not the culturally accepted “norm” for many of these families.  
Issues with leadership made both educational and economic change in the area difficult to 
achieve, although there were groups who attempted to bring relief to the region. For instance, 
regional volunteerism existed in the 1960s with an initiative encouraged by Richard W. Boone 
(White House special projects staff) to address the immediate need of Appalachians’ winter 
survival (Kiffmeyer, 1998), and this extended to educational initiatives as well. Moved by 
Homer Bigart’s 1963 New York Times article describing the hardship of winter, Boone’s quest to 
use a volunteer organization connected with Berea College to create a new wave of 
volunteerism. The West Virginia-based organization Council of the Southern Mountains was 
established in 1964 and provided community-based activism to help the poor. Berea College 
student volunteers worked in conjunction with local residents to encourage self-help to combat 
the poor conditions of the Appalachian Mountains. The volunteers became known as the 
Appalachian Volunteers (AV) and believed their work was not limited to basic school repairs but 
rather influenced locals to become interested in obtaining better education. However, this hope 
for change eventually became victim to the political climate. Job opportunities had not improved, 
which led to more dependency, leaving the AV members with discouragement, as reflected in 
one member’s comments: 
Sometimes I wonder about the real value of AV’s in places like Fonde. There are so 
many problems we’re not the solution to . . . we by-passed the big problems . . . and 
threw a lot of time, money and effort into little things that don’t amount to more than 
memories of good times spent together . . . I get discouraged when I think of places like 
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[this] because you know what we’re doing? We’re supplying candles when the house 
needs to be wired for electricity. (AV Papers, 1966) 
Although established in 1964, even today, the vestiges of poverty and low educational attainment 
remain key to the Council of Southern Mountains’ mission and vision statements, which 
highlight the importance of self-sufficiency while simultaneously seeking to improve quality of 
life and to “eradicate poverty by helping people to overcome barriers to success” (CSM, n.d.). 
However, when people have taken enough of the status quo, leadership may rise from within. For 
example, a review of the Brookeside Coal Strike in Kentucky during the 1970’s shows the spur 
of activism from the women of the community to help their husbands by presenting themselves 
in the picket line. This event created a phenomenon of a faction of women who left their homes 
to lend their strength to fight for their families. The action to go outside the home indicated 
leaving the implied role of women, to engage in actions that only lasted while the need was 
prevalent was their response to protect their community. Once over, the women returned to the 
home and back to their “designated” role. Maggard (1987) describes how women acted beyond 
their accepted roles to become activists in the labor union dispute, and then returned to their 
homes once again to fulfill their familial expectations.  
In Appalachia, it is notable that similarities with charismatic leaders, inspirational 
leaders, and implicit leaders and followers seem to have an underlying connection. Due to a lack 
of effective leadership, people have been shown to create their own leadership as the women 
became activists in response to a bad situation. A good example of women activists in 
Appalachia is Edith Easterling, community advocate and wife of a coalminer. In 1965, she met 
with the University of Kentucky, which was gathering information about community needs for 
the War on Poverty. While the popular model of Appalachian poverty influenced politicians and 
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government agencies, Easterling tried to change the mind-set of common beliefs held about this 
region. Wilkerson (2019) wrote, “With a pairing of local knowledge and federal resources, Edith 
Easterling helped to implement the grassroots war on poverty at the same time that she worked to 
redress the barriers and prejudices that structured so many lives in Appalachia” (p. 43). Even 
within communities, this mind-set of placing blame on the people themselves is apparent. 
Easterling had approached a school superintendent about poor roads for students to travel on to 
get to school, to which the reply was “if families chose to live in hollows, then they deserved to 
walk in the mud” (Wilkerson, 2019, p. 47). Easterling became known for her activism with her 
interest in improving her communities and worked to change the known assumptions that drove 
the stereotypes which continue to belittle Appalachian families. Brashear (2019) sums up those 
who are often unrecognized for their contributions: 
We revere our grandmothers and mothers. We follow their lead as they enter the 
workforce because their husbands have been laid off. For generations, they have grown 
and harvested our food and fed our bellies three times a day with snacks in between. 
They have stood on picket lines when men were banned from doing so. They chained 
themselves to bulldozers and refused to leave their homes. They prop up our economy in 
a way that is largely ignored and made invisible and unimportant in false narratives . . . in 
reality, the work and contributions of women, people of color, and queer folks across the 
region are vital to its past, present, and future survival (p. 162),  
Women’s groups also realized the importance of education opportunity for Appalachian students 
around the turn of the 20th century. The Progressive Movement spurred socialistic efforts by 
women, which led to the creation of settlement schools. Specifically related to educational needs 
of children, settlement houses were created to help the plight of the urban poor. Forderhase 
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(1987) reported that during the late 1800s to the early 1900s immigrants, new to the country, 
needed help to survive in the cities, and those willing to serve “assisted the poor as sympathetic 
friends and advisors” (p. 239). As volunteers began to understand environmental factors that led 
to poverty, educated women became the supporters who spurred the development of settlement 
houses beyond urban areas and into other areas such as southern Appalachia. The Progressive 
Movement, combined with church missionaries, eventually resulted in the Hindman Settlement 
School in Kentucky, for example. Funding for this school came from the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union, hence the involvement of two founders, Katherine Pettit and May Stone 
during the 1900’s era (Berea College 2019). The Pettit diary recorded the perceptions of Pettit 
and Stone: 
We look back on the sad and lonely lives of those with whom and for whom we have 
lived the past months, and feel that the most important question for us, is how to bring the 
strong, wealthy and learned Kentuckians into the healthful touch with the poorest, most 
ignorant and humblest mountaineer and at the same time make the one appreciate the 
vitalizing, strengthening influence of the other – How can we make the people of the 
Bluegrass feel and see the need of the people in the lowliest cabin on the mountainsides 
(Stoddart, 2002, p. 47). 
While the leaders of the Hindman Settlement School kept the school afloat during uncertain 
economic conditions, Pettit and Stone sought to promote education to aid those affected by 
flailing industry (Stoddart, 2002, p. 25). This settlement school in Kentucky is just one example 
of the push to bring educational opportunity into the area when government education was 
lacking, but at the same time, such schools could not address the needs of all rural peoples across 
Appalachia. Additionally, this demonstrates the link between industrialization, poverty, and 
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education. As public programs began to develop and increase, the school gradually lent itself to 
becoming part of public services offerings. In 1940, the Hindman Settlement School opened a 
public library (p. 143). Eventually, while public services showed progress, the school agreed to 
continue to hold grade school classes until the county was able to provide new schools. The 
creators of the Hindman Settlement School were determined to fill the gap left by the state and 
local governments so that Appalachian children could receive an education. 
This regional volunteerism, however, was not enough to offset the issues that came with 
toxic leadership. In a 1968 study reported by William A. Sutton, Jr. on the “War on Poverty” at 
the University of Kentucky, local Appalachians, when asked how they viewed a leader’s power 
source, responded that the political connections represented a level of power in the community 
beyond the head of household or the family leader, which was significant for many 
Appalachians. With the association of political influence and leadership, trust in local leaders 
became problematic as toxic leaders proved to maintain less-than-adequate living conditions 
with little improvement, especially in the educational arena. Regardless of literature that 
continues to influence the historically accepted yet skewed model of Appalachian poverty, many 
Appalachians worked hard to improve their communities and placed an importance on 
employment and education. Eula Hall, born in 1927, desired to go to high school, yet was too 
poor to afford it. However, she lived a life of activism, later joining the Eastern Kentucky 
Welfare Rights Organization to advocate for her family and her community (Wilkerson, 2019). 
She later opened Mud Creek Clinic, now known as Eula Hall Health Clinic, in her fight to 
provide healthcare for her community. To acknowledge her work, Berea College awarded her 
with an honorary doctorate degree (Sisk, 2019). Past research and literature seem to continue the 
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popular model about Appalachia with little reference to the people who work hard to improve 
their communities within inequitable and unequal systems of operation. 
Previous Studies on Higher Education Preparation, Access, and Success 
I’ll tell you, to get to where I am today has not been easy. I was born an Appalachian 
child in poverty. I was reared in poverty, deprived of an education. But you know, I held 
onto one dream. I wanted to be somebody. I wanted to do things for other people, and I 
wanted to change lives for people in the same position I was in. 
⁓Eula Hall, 1999 
Before beginning a discussion of this case study approach, it is important to present 
research that has been conducted previously in this area and to bring the analysis of the history of 
Appalachian leadership, economics, and education into the present. An examination of existing 
literature with the topic of Appalachian students and their influences, particularly in relation to 
higher education, reveals a practical and scholarly interest in the Appalachian regions and the 
connection between poverty and low college completion rates. Many factors have been studied 
and continue to be researched in efforts to find answers toward increasing education and 
decreasing poverty. We know, as well, that students’ sense of self-efficacy can be enhanced by 
attending a form of higher education institution for a degree or a certificate or to learn a skill-set 
applicable to the community employment opportunities, and this begins in secondary education 
(or before).  
The Impact of Secondary Education 
While secondary education is not the primary focus of this study, it is an element that 
impacts students’ success, and it is addressed in the interview protocol. Examining the function 
of support for students in moving from high school to college is important as this can highlight 
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student participants’ perceptions of their own expectation of attending college and can provide 
information as to whether college programs such as BRS provided supports needed to persist. 
Although BRS provides college-level support, these types of programs can assist in addressing 
gaps stemming from secondary education.  
We know that secondary schools play an important role in preparing students for their 
future after graduation, yet there are many factors that come into play here that can create or 
exacerbate obstacles. For one, we know that the emphasis school guidance counselors place on 
college preparation is paramount; however, high school counselors face high caseloads and 
additional duties that may limit their time to focus on individual student progression toward 
college. Additionally, Molefe, Proger, and Burke (2017) studied high school students and their 
perceptions of attending college and found that variables pertaining to student perceptions were 
location of colleges, region, family, and teacher characteristics. Notable in this study is the level 
of encouragement a student received from family and teachers to attend college. However, 
financial issues are recognized barriers for any student, whether rural or urban. This study 
revealed the expectation to attend college was greater for urban students than rural students, 
especially low-income students regardless of locality.  
Preparation in high school for college transition as key.   
Rodriquez, DiSanto, Varelas, Brennan, Wolfe, and Ialongo (2017) reported on a one-year 
cohort of high school teachers and college instructors created to explore student transition needs 
from high school to college. This important collaboration of educators, based on secondary 
school requirements such as Common Core School Standards (CCSS) and the expectations of 
student preparedness by college instructors, highlighted the transition issues of students as 
related to higher education academic levels of coursework. Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca (2009) 
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found that high school students who are better prepared for college are more likely to succeed; 
preparation has a significant impact for student retention and success (p. 402). The preparation of 
high school students relies on aligning the high school curriculum with college level academic 
expectations. High school administrators must have knowledge of college preparedness for high 
school students to become college ready. College preparation, while important, requires more 
college knowledge to be imparted to the high school student, such as the costs to attend college. 
Then, with this information high school students need to understand how to apply for financial 
aid. Academically prepared high school students are better equipped to take college classes and 
those who are not will face difficultly in the classroom. Tinto (1999) reiterated this idea as part 
of the adjustment difficulties for students who are not as prepared in high school to take college 
level classes. 
Access to Higher Education 
Wright (2012) researched rural Appalachian students’ aspiration to attend college and 
what the students wanted to achieve through higher education. Students from Southeast 
Community and Technical College, located in Harlan County, Kentucky, indicated how they 
make their decisions of whether to attend a post-secondary school or not to attend. The students 
exhibited a desire to break out of the status-quo of local people by attending post-secondary 
institutions, either community college or a technical college. The local community represents a 
place of little change, and there is a certain cognizance of stagnation that young adults either 
accept or desire to be different. However, Dr. Bruce Ayers, who served over 25 years as the 
President of Southeast, advocated for the future of local students described as potential civil 
servants, public officials, and leaders of their communities (Wright, 2012, p. 3). While local 
students described the community college as less challenging than larger universities, Southeast 
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offered different levels of degrees and certifications, therefore enlarging their local opportunity 
for employment. This local institution offered a less costly alternative to advance students’ 
education while remaining close to home. 
In Wright’s study, some students decided to follow in their father and grandfathers’ steps 
and go into the coalmines to work. The current median salary for a coal miner in Kentucky is 
$18.59 per hour (Miner Salaries in Kentucky, n.d.). Some students wanted to leave for the larger 
cities and shake the dust from their feet, so to speak. However, almost as an anomaly, Wright 
(2012) found a few students who had the desire to gain an education in order to remain in the 
community and bring a skillset to improve the conditions of the community. In this lens, a 
student’s desire is to use education to make lasting improvements for the good, thus fulfilling the 
vision by Dr. Ayers of students becoming engaged citizens for the good of the local community. 
Wright’s (2012) study indicated the desire from local students to improve their community 
through education is a change from the accepted stereotype of Appalachia, that students want to 
leave the region. In contrast to the stereotype, these students are using education as a tool to stay 
in their communities to break the status quo. 
The cultural strength of any region becomes a vital weapon in the war on poverty, a 
crucial instrument to both medical and mental health and an essential tool to higher 
education. It is one that has been recognized throughout the history of the institution and 
receives the full support of this [East Tennessee] University. (Helen Roseberry, 1963). 
These factors are important to understand in order to find ways to improve college completion 
rates of the Appalachian region, especially in those areas where poverty and low college 
completion rates are parallel. Betty Hale (2018), Senior Fellow and former President of the 
Institution for Educational Leadership (IEL), provided valuable insights from the Appalachian 
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Higher Education Network (AHEN). In her presentation to AHEN, she recognized the 
continuing issue of the slow process of education in Appalachia. The Appalachia Then and Now 
data trends show the gap continues to widen between Appalachian college graduation rates and 
the rest of the nation (2018).  
Location, though, is significant. Rural students will decide upon their future, whether to 
stay at home, find a job, or go to college. The area of their community reflects the opportunity 
students are afforded. As noted earlier in the literature review, in the Appalachian regions, local 
economies have depended on resources that may no longer exist, such as the coal mining 
industry and the historical wide fluctuations of employment. Impoverished areas with lack of 
employment opportunity have created an out-migration of young adults (Towers 2015). 
Hutchins, Meece, Byun, and Farmer (2012) studied rural students and their choices for their 
future. Like many students, the students here were college-bound, work-bound, work/college 
bound, and work-bound-unsure. Their influences included families with economic 
disadvantages, lower expectations of college completion, and high respect for parents. However, 
one of the notable outcomes from the study was the positive influence of high-school personnel 
in their efforts to prepare students for their future. This aspect of encouragement from high 
school is instrumental in helping a student transition to college if that is the chosen pathway. Ali 
and Saunders (2006) pointed out the importance of colleges to identify students at risk for not 
completing college. The UNG Blue Ridge Scholars program aligns with this analysis by the 
proactive actions taken to assist students at risk and provide more support for attrition. In certain 
regions within Appalachia, young adults often choose to leave the more rural areas for places 
with greater opportunities.  
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Towers (2015) described the study of regional areas of West Virginia and the 
outmigration of youth. West Virginia’s population is on the decline with the younger adults 
choosing to abandon the state and leaving the aging population to become the majority. As the 
population ages, the demand for health services rises, the job markets are left with fewer younger 
workers, and in this area, the birth rates are lower than death rates (West Virginia Health 
Statistics Center 2002 as cited in Towers, 2005). Towers further found that youth outmigration 
can be attributed to stereotypes not only from outsiders but often within their own selves. Not 
only do those outside Appalachian areas associate local people with stereotypes, but the local 
people themselves associate their own regional communities with the same stereotypes. As with 
any community, people tend to stay away from areas labeled as problematic, as a type of 
cognitive mapping that represents the belief that certain areas are bad. Towers (2005) cited a 
Brooke County student as saying, “It is terribly poor and hillbillyish down there” (p. 82). 
Another student referred to certain areas known for racism and poor environmental concerns 
with the opinion of ignorance among residents. It is clear that stereotypes do influence the 
outmigration of young people who experience their own prejudices of people that live in certain 
areas and blame residents for promoting stereotypical behaviors in the communities. However, 
not everyone allows stereotypes to pervade their consciousness. Another viewpoint from an 
Appalachian teacher born in the 1960’s, Peggy Proudfoot McGuire (2010), shares her experience 
and identifies herself as an ethnic minority: 
I have come to consciously acknowledge the historical marginalization of my culture as I 
review my childhood perceptions. I was witness to the development of well-meaning, yet 
inept social and educational programs in Appalachia, based on the erroneous perceptions 
of my culture by those in power. As part of my resilience I have attempted to ignore the 
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painful aspects of powerlessness in my culture in favor of discussing our rich cultural 
values and beliefs. However, I now recognize that there has to be balance between seeing 
one’s culture as solely marginalized or solely privileged. Discovering this balance has led 
to the realization that efforts must be made to completely assist Appalachians with using 
their resources, knowledge, and resilience to enhance the social, political, and economic 
aspects of the culture. 
 Although Towers’ (2005) research is limited to an Appalachian region, this same 
explanation can be used for outmigration in areas outside of Appalachia. West Virginia has 
attempted to address the problem of outmigration by offering state scholarship and economic 
development programs. The Providing Real Opportunities for Maximizing In-State Student 
Excellence scholarship program (PROMISE) offers tuition scholarships for both private and 
public colleges and universities in West Virginia, requiring average ACT or SAT scores. In 
tandem with supporting students, West Virginia developed a council to find methods to improve 
economic conditions. The West Virginia Council for Community and Economic Development 
created a strategy called “West Virginia: A Vision Shared Economic Development” with the 
intent to improve opportunities for economic development while organizing scholarship 
opportunities, creating collaborations between county and state government, and providing 
support to improve the state’s image (Towers, 2005, p. 76). This is a show of concern by the 
state for economic development and the issue of young adults that decide to leave. These 
initiatives were developed as an attempt to stem the outmigration by making it more attractive to 
remain in the state for career opportunities. This answer by West Virginia to address rural 
community needs shows that similar programs can impact the local school districts and the lack 
of funding, thereby enhancing the area by improving education. 
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Barriers to College, Including Family Obligations 
The pathway to higher education that local and community colleges provide is meant to 
reduce barriers that rural students experience. However, the experience of first-generation 
students continues to be difficult. Scott, Miller, and Morris (2015) studied student-perceived 
barriers to post-secondary education, noting cultural capital theory as a primary explanation of 
how rural students and lower socio-economic students perceive their status in college. Their 
study recognized commonly perceived barriers to include first generation status, finances, 
limited technology, limited parental involvement, long distances to schools, and lack of college 
preparation. In fact, the highest response to barriers students receive is the costs associated with 
higher education. Another barrier recognized by students is not owning a computer. These are 
barriers that are difficult to overcome without financial assistance. A reference to Bourdieu’s 
(1987) Cultural Capital theory is useful to explain how low-income students are not as prepared 
as others with an elevated socioeconomic status (SES). Bourdieu (1987) pointed out the 
mainstream socio-economic class’ influence on the creation of educational practices resulted in 
an exclusiveness which related more for the common classes. The lower levels of SES for some 
students can experience less education within the same auspices of secondary and post-secondary 
schools. The convenience of attending a local community college alleviates some barriers, 
especially the barriers of travel and the financial relief to stay at the family home. Some 
community colleges provide open access, removing the barrier to entrance exams. The removal 
of basic barriers described by Scott et al. (2015) assist students toward obtaining post-secondary 
education and staying on the path of financial stability. Indeed, the community colleges can be 
the key to changing the family’s socio-economic conditions as employers seek degreed 
applicants for higher salaried positions. For the student who desires to improve personal growth, 
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the convenience of a local institution with the opportunity to attend college is attractive for 
taking the first steps toward obtaining a degree. The opportunity for students to gain a post-
secondary degree is essential for workforce preparation. Wang (2009) confirmed that 
“postsecondary education has long been considered one of the surest ways to overcome 
underprivileged social conditions” (p. 570). Disadvantaged students facing adversity are 
challenged to overcome barriers for the sake of their future and that of their family. 
As Wilson, Gore, Renfro, Blake, Muncie, & Treadway (2018) described, family 
obligations can be paramount to attending or completing college for the benefit of the family or 
returning to the home if the student is living on campus. Hutchins et al. (2012) found that many 
rural students either desire to stay in their home community or may leave due to a variety of 
different factors; either way, however, family has an impact on future decisions. The family may 
encourage the student to continue their education as degreed positions have a higher income, 
thus providing a method to support the family. Some parents may not easily connect with high 
school counselors to assist their children with college and financial aid applications. School 
districts that reside in poorer areas may not have adequate resources to provide introductory 
workshops or disseminate information to families for post-secondary education. Ali and 
Saunders (2006) based a study on the social cognitive career theory and the application toward 
the career decisions made by rural Appalachian students. Career paths chosen by Appalachian 
youth reflect the importance of parental influence and their own decision to obtain a level of 
education higher than their parents did, whether vocational or collegiate. However, students 
often include resources outside of the family for guidance to keep financial aid and other 
documents to continue college year after year. In fact, in their study of an early intervention 
program for Appalachian students, Carter and Robinson (2002) discovered that with scholarship 
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funds received by the students, some had a desire to send money home to their families. Some 
students who find themselves with funds for living expenses may try to support their families 
who may not be able to support their own expenses. 
To explain this concept further, a recent study with a small scope narrowed to 
Appalachian students and possible influences that result in lower college completion indicates 
that strong family ties, or tethering to home, family, and community may provide insights into 
this phenomenon (Wilson et al., 2018). Many youths from Appalachia feel a sense of loyalty and 
obligation to the family. Although familial tethering can be seen as a negative factor for the 
success of the student, the opposite is true for a student who can connect with the campus 
community and not experience overwhelming feelings of obligation to the point of becoming 
derailed while in college. An Appalachian student who experiences a connectedness to the 
college experience may have a more successful outcome than those few whose family dynamics 
result in feelings of marginalization for the children. The family and community integration 
experienced by Appalachian students can, for some, create a positive influence for the students’ 
experience on college campuses. However, a negative aspect is the guilt felt by some students 
who have a better experience from their families at home. Astin’s theory of student involvement 
on campus provides a welcoming atmosphere to help alleviate students’ marginalization to 
overcome predisposed anxiety over leaving the family. 
While not exclusive to Appalachia, families can create obligatory tethering to the student 
as a sort of emotional guilt for leaving the home and going to college (Wilson et al., 2018). In 
fact, the family can place a financial responsibility on the student to share any financial 
assistance to help pay their bills, thus creating a stronger tie to the family versus creating a 
greater connectivity to the university. The distinctive stressors families place on students may 
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result in lower grades or even departure from their college career. It is also true that the family 
obligations college students face can apply to places other than Appalachia that also experience 
cultures with strong family ties and economic instability (Wilson et al., 2018). The issue of 
transitioning from high school to college is not only a change academically, but the separation of 
family and the experience of new beginnings can be an overwhelming experience for the student. 
Further, studies show family can influence the student to choose a technical degree or certificate 
over college due to more employment opportunities requiring a vocation or skill versus a college 
degree (Jespen, 2010). Students with vocational degrees are more apt to find jobs with higher 
pay, thereby choosing their path to stay connected with family and home while becoming self-
sufficient. This is the experience of hometown living where employment opportunities exist in 
manufacturing whereas other rural locations may not have similar opportunities. Students seek 
local opportunities to earn their living if good jobs are available. 
Transition to College 
Even though transitional phenomena when starting college are experienced by many, it is 
the degree to which the person can deal with the changes or has issues that cannot be overcome 
that makes the difference in the success of a student. Schlossberg (2011) explained that 
transitions are a process that occurs over time. The situation of transition from high school to 
college depends on the student’s ability to cope and adapt. Feeling marginalized or losing self-
confidence and feeling awkwardness are important variables. Institutions create programs such 
as student orientation to introduce campus life and guide students to important expectations 
required to have a successful start as a new student. Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) (as cited 
in Schlossberg, 1989) described how students perceive their own value if they matter to someone 
in that “mattering is the direct reciprocal of significance” for student self-worth (p. 7). If students 
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feel their presence is not valued or important to others, a lower self-esteem follows. Related to 
this context is the question of how Appalachian students view their own selves in relation to 
other students and whether the location of the institution has any significant bearing on 
marginalization. Apparent throughout the history of this region, it is possible that the 
Appalachian culture and their leaders created a culture of seclusion. Institution location may 
provide insights into the student body and the culture on campus depending on whether it is a 
local or outside of the community . Appalachian students have a more difficult time at 
institutions located in urban areas, as the campus is more different from their home communities. 
The cultures of the institution can create an atmosphere of acceptance for each student thereby 
affecting the student’s self-valuation and confidence level (Schlossberg, 1989). The UNG Blue 
Ridge campus, in response to disadvantaged local students, has tried to provide a more inclusive 
and welcoming atmosphere to help students succeed in college. However, once the transition is 
made to a larger campus at a four-year institution, the BRS are either prepared for the new 
experience or may experience feelings of marginalization. 
Theoretical Framework 
History’s Impact on Today’s Climate 
As indicated, the tumultuous history of toxic top-down leadership, volunteerism from 
outsiders, extreme poverty, and a strong sense of independence and fear of outsiders still has an 
impact today on post-secondary education attainment, and this leads into a discussion of the 
various theories concerning educational obstacles, perceptions of education, and factors 
impacting educational success. One theory behind the limited higher education of many youths 
from Appalachia is social integration, especially when we consider the differences in cultures 
from that of higher education to that of the Appalachian region. Hlinka (2017) studied obstacles 
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to students’ retention in community colleges located in the Appalachian Region and explored 
Tinto and Bourdieu as posing possible underlying social theories creating barriers for students. 
Tinto’s (1999) theory of social integration involves the student’s level of feeling accepted, which 
can contribute to retention. Students entering college may face social difficulties due to leaving 
their known social circle of high-school friends and arriving on a campus without their support. 
The transition to a new social group will require an effort from the student and the institution, but 
it is more difficult for students who do not fall within the bounds of that dominant or “accepted” 
culture. In this instance, the institution has a responsibility to provide additional support. Indeed, 
student integration efforts by the institution involve programs such as a first-year experience and 
academic and social involvement.  
Current Applications 
The UNG Blue Ridge Scholars program provides the opportunity for both academic and 
social integration. Although student-to-student interaction may become problematic with a 
mismatch of social interactions and student values, Blue Ridge Scholars may have a greater 
similarity regarding obstacles faced. The BRS program intentionally selects students with 
potential risks to college completion, and therefore some similarities within the group may 
contribute to heightened understanding from their peers and the subsequent development of a 
stronger peer-to-peer support network. Moreover, a BRS participant may find a new niche at the 
Blue Ridge campus, which, in turn, provides more encouragement for course completion. With 
the opportunity of service-learning projects, BRS students engage in community and secondary 
schools. BRS service-learning projects concentrate on understanding local issues such as 
substance abuse, poverty and illiteracy (IEL, 2018). The first BRS cohort engaged in the local 
issue of substance abuse. The Scholars collaborated with Fannin County Family Connections 
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(n.d.) to conduct “Teen Maze,” a program along with high school students that simulated 
consequences of life decisions involving drugs and alcohol. The second year cohort experienced 
poverty in the community by working at the local food bank. This project included a presentation 
to the community instead of involving high school students. The following cohorts engaged in a 
literacy project that linked the “Get Georgia Reading” campaign to local schools in Fannin 
County (Deaver, 2019). Students engaged in service-learning projects for the local students and 
community can create civic-minded awareness for a lasting impression. 
As stated, the BRS are a group of students who are chosen based on being at risk for 
college completion. To understand college students deemed at risk for success, further 
understanding of the self-perceived competency by the students themselves is related to 
Bourdieu’s view of social impact. Bourdieu’s (1977) theory includes descriptors such as social 
upbringing and societal class, which impact everything from students’ success rates to feeling as 
though they are integrated into the school. For example, because higher education is based on 
middle/upper class principals and hidden rules, students from a lower socioeconomic status may 
not fit in and have less opportunity to become integrated into the school and may leave (Hlinka, 
2017, p. 4). Bourdieu (1977) related the purposeful selection of academic offerings from the 
educational system as a reproduction of social class structure that inhibits a broader inclusion of 
cultural learning beyond current social structure. The reproduction repeats the status quo of 
social influences without opportunities afforded to a more mobile class structure. If a student 





In further describing this transition trend, Schlossberg (1989) expanded on the theme of 
marginality and mattering as an understanding of how students define themselves in a relational 
connection with the educational culture. In other words, we have to ask whether students feel 
accepted or whether complex variables of their situation create feelings of isolation or 
separateness from other students. Schlossberg (2011) also wrote about transition as a life-
changing event. The transition from one place to another can have a direct effect on how people 
feel about their acceptance. There are situations where a student can feel accepted and that they 
matter, such as at the high school, where familiarity provides a certain comfort level. Yet the 
transition from high school to college leaves behind the familiarity, and the student steps into 
uncertainty and a lower self-confidence about the new place. This transition is made even more 
impactful for many students from Appalachia, for whom the higher education experience can 
seem worlds away from their everyday experiences at home.  
Programs such as BRS have the potential to address Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of 
marginality and mattering by creating a positive connection between the student and their feeling 
of becoming an accepted member of the campus community. Marginalization can also be 
affected by the students’ tethering to home or ‘place,’ which was discussed above. Wright (2012) 
included Alan Peshkin’s (1997) description of tension between the student attending college and 
their commitment to home as being two strong, competing influences. While students enrolled in 
an institution of higher education face many changes and influences, life-choices may develop 
more firmly as the students grow and mature and as they feel the tension between displacing one 
culture for another. Place-identity, stemming from the roots of family life and the physical 
locality, can either provide a barrier to mobility or a tether, as people either stay in the home 
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community or learn to live outside of the home community or even region while maintaining 
their home ties. Barcus and Brunn (2010) described this phenomenon as “place elasticity,” as a 
concept of remaining attached to place but living elsewhere for reasons related to but not limited 
to employment or educational opportunities (p. 281). Casemore (2008) expounded upon the self-
identity of place as regional; the influences of home, community, and location that shape the 
internal perceptions of outward environment. More importantly, the internalization of regional 
influences has made the historical oppression and political toxic leadership into an unquestioned 
social condition. Place, as a social acceptance of the status quo, can be recognized through self-
identity to make the realization that change requires mobility out of acceptance and into the 
process to seek change.  
 Transition to a new environment can cause students to feel awkward or feel that they do 
not fit in with the new campus community. Institutional actions to support retention success are 
attributable to “information/advice, support, involvement, and learning” (Tinto, 1999 p. 5). An 
institution can provide support through advisement, and the creation of campus learning 
communities to encourage student involvement can alleviate strong feelings of exclusion. 
Service-learning opportunities connect the student to both the campus and the community. 
Service and learning aspects are combined to incorporate both the faculty and the student as a 
form of pedagogical practice that creates inclusion of the group and a different structure of 
learning outside the classroom (Wolff & Tinney, 2006). These practices by the institution can 
assist the student through the first year of college, which can be confusing at a minimum. A 
student new to college and a new environment with many elements can easily be overwhelmed. 
Classrooms and the occupants can be intimidating, which can create a feeling of marginalization 
for the student. To change the link between postsecondary education and dominant ideologies 
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would take a larger shift in thinking; however, institutions can develop programming toward 
development, and the concept of the Blue Ridge Scholars program with a climate of support and 
learning pathways can provide the Appalachian student with the opportunity for college 
completion.  
Indeed, Schlossberg’s (1989) marginality theory related rigorous academic requirements 
that may add to student difficulties after transitioning from high school. However, student 
engagement in high impact educational practices can ease transition issues. Schlossberg (1989) 
further related the building of a community on campus for student involvement to promote 
meaningful connections between students. Student connectedness minimizes marginalization 
while enhancing mattering, thereby effectively creating a place on campus where students can 
feel socially accepted (Schlossberg, 1989). The BRS are given the opportunity for service 
learning to promote literacy and address drug abuse in the local community. The students find a 
place within their campus community, which builds self-esteem while participating in 
volunteerism. 
Engagement and Involvement 
Rodriquez et al. (2017) reported the need for an increase of engagement between teachers 
and students by measures such as facilitating debates in classrooms as a learning tool and 
facilitating rather than lecturing to enhance learning and understanding. Although they were 
referencing secondary education, this is key at all levels. Student engagement, participation, and 
inclusion are part of the social layering that can help with student retention and student success. 
Tinto (1999) pointed out that student involvement enhances student learning, as students 
understand the value of education for their own successful outcome for their future. As high 
school students find transition to be a smoother experience as they enter the new campus 
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environment, it is incumbent for institutions to actively engage new students in their new 
experience to enhance not only transition but also retention by offering platforms for acceptance, 
mentoring, participation and academic support for student success. 
Tinto (1993) cited student engagement as a key component positively affecting retention 
and social integration, especially with the integration of service-learning communities that create 
a commonality or a bonding between student peers. This connection between students through 
service-learning aids in reducing marginality experienced by students in a new setting. For the 
BRS, once the student transitions from the Blue Ridge campus to continue their studies at 
another institution, they can experience the new campus in different ways. With the experience 
of coursework and interaction with faculty and staff, the students may have an easier transition 
due to the preparation from the BRS program, or they may have some difficulty with a large 
group of students and faculty on the new campus for their third school year. 
Astin (1984) noted that student involvement has an impact on student success. Students 
involved in campus activities or students who have faculty mentors benefit from these resources. 
And while many might posit that financial assistance is the most important resource for students 
from limited-income backgrounds, student engagement with campus resources such as quality 
libraries, laboratories, and student research opportunities with faculty mentorship are equally 
vital elements as described by Astin (1984, p. 520). The theory of student involvement highlights 
student participation to the point of an increased focus by faculty to be placed on the students to 
aid in the development of the student. Faculty can provide more support while understanding the 
student may have outside responsibilities that require their time away from course work. Student 
involvement can improve retention, especially for those students who live on campus or have a 
part-time job on campus; thus the student is spending more time on campus that can lead to 
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greater involvement with the campus community. Astin (1984) indicated that the more a student 
is involved on campus, the student can develop an attachment on a personal level to the 
institution, which lends to a greater possibility of retention (p. 522). Conversely, a lack of student 
involvement hypothetically can lead to less attentiveness toward coursework thereby resulting in 
decreased learning. This notion is not all-inclusive as students without extracurricular activities 
are motivated and achieve high grades and degree attainment. Astin (1984) pointed out that 
individual students plan their time differently along with their degree of effort. Institutional 
policies that afford opportunity for student involvement are a value-added initiative for a wide 
net of inclusion. Along with policy, however, institutions must provide the funding for high 
impact educational practices to allow faculty additional time and space to work with students on 
a smaller faculty to student ratio. Campus life – including living on campus; academic 
participation in groups like student honors; research; faculty mentors; student organizations; 
student athletic activities; and support from administrators and staff – can provide opportunities 
and support for student involvement and therefore increase the likelihood of retention and 
college completion. The Blue Ridge Scholars (BRS) are offered opportunities of community 
service and campus and community involvement is encouraged. As a group, the BRS are 
involved in promoting literacy in the Blue Ridge area by visiting the elementary school to 
promote reading as part of a service-learning outreach activity and are involved in promoting 
drug abuse awareness. A comparison of Astin’s work and the UNG Blue Ridge Scholars 




Figure 3. Astin's Conceptual Model of Student Involvement Representing BRS 
 
The University of North Georgia’s (UNG) Blue Ridge campus offers an opportunity to study a 
specialized program that seeks to address this gap by targeting first generation, at risk students 
enrolled at the campus (UNG News 2016). The efforts by UNG align with Ali and Saunders’ 
(2006) idea that educational institutions need to improve efforts to identify at-risk students. The 
intent of UNG’s BRS is to offer additional supports to this group to improve college completion 
rates. A study of the program can highlight the plan of the program to spark interest so that other 
institutions could consider creating a similar program. Merriam and Tisdell (2006) explained, 
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of those being studied offers the greatest promise of making a difference in people’s lives” (p. 1). 
If this case study can provide verification of the success of the program, then expanding the 
program and sharing the success with other institutions creates a reachable goal of improved 
educational opportunities for Appalachian students (Caldwell, 2018a & 2018b).  
A concept of moving the college level education experience forward as a more intuitive, 
useful, and learning tool for growth to further opportunities for the widening net of diverse 
students has a global presence. A leading initiative promoted by the Association of American 
Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) focuses on enhancing educational opportunities through its 
mission statement: 
The mission of the Association of American Colleges and Universities is to advance the 
vitality and public standing of liberal education by making quality and equity the 
foundations for excellence in undergraduate education in service to democracy (AAC&U, 
2017). 
One of the subsets of the AAC&U is the Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 
initiative to vitalize the students to become more civically engaged through the promotion of 
programs, one of which is the reinforcement of High-Impact Educational Practices (HIP) 
(AAC&U, 2011). In current times, the call for a greater responsibility to create students to 
become more civic-minded lends to a more focused approach for HIP integration within the 
classrooms and campuses. In 2008, AAC&U commissioned George D. Kuh, a member of the 
LEAP National Leadership Council, to research HIPs effect on faculty and students (AAC&U, 
2011). The importance of student success in college completion correlates to the understanding 
of learning outcomes as examined by the leaders of educational institutions. The role of HIPs 
integrated into a student’s college experience has gained attention related to student retention and 
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completion. The current LEAP states include the Appalachian states of Georgia and Kentucky as 
part of the Campus Action Network, thereby representing a focus of commitment to student 
success (AAC&U, 2011). 
 Kuh (2008) described HIPs as actions that increase student engagement thereby resulting 
in an increase in college completion. Additionally, Kuh (2008) substantiated the positive impact 
HIPs for students, and placed emphasis on underserved student populations. Factors of 
significant importance to students include the transition efforts from high school to college level 
coursework, the collegiate campus atmosphere, and support that can assist in their college 
success. However, the students’ success does not end with completing college. Success extends 
to a graduate in efforts to obtain employment suitable to their degree. According to the president 
of AAC&U (2011), Carol Schneider, essential outcomes of student success do not end upon 
graduation. Student success happens with the educated graduate and the choices they make after 
college, such as being prepared for civic engagement, thriving in the world outside of college, 
and seizing opportunities (Kuh, 2008). HIPs attribute to the preparation of students during 
college years for the individual who uses their learned skills to participate responsibly in society.  
Service-Learning 
UNG’s Blue Ridge Scholars program has included the HIP of Service Learning. The BRS 
have the opportunity to become engaged with service-learning activities with the elementary 
schools in Fannin County. The BRS are engaged in the “Get Georgia Reading” campaign to 
promote reading in elementary schools (Deaver, 2019). Along with drug abuse awareness 
projects, these activities incentivize the participants to help others, while the BRS program has 
created an atmosphere of student engagement and learning for their own benefit. Student 
engagement is key to transition and retention, as explained by Tinto (1999). This service-
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learning practice gives students an opportunity to earn course credit while interacting with the 
communities in Fannin County. The impact of service learning is to engage students as a cohort, 
to understand community issues, to collaborate on ideas of how to address issues, and to go 
outside of campus and interact with people face to face. According to Kuh (2008), this activity 
provides opportunities for students to experience civil engagement, to teach an awareness of the 
local society issues, and to experience service to others. Service-learning as a HIP directly 
correlates to Astin’s Student Involvement Theory’s postulants of student time, effort, and actions 
that can be measured either qualitatively or quantitatively for the effectiveness of institutional 
education policies (Astin, 1984). The BRS Case Study uses interviews of student participants as 
a qualitative method to understand responses to their service-learning projects. 
 The importance of student involvement within the campus setting is supported by several 
field experts such as Tinto (1999, 2012), and Astin (1984). Indeed, their research has centered on 
the idea that the involvement of students with various academic or social activities can promote 
retention. Astin (1984) made the point that if students are involved in an activity on campus, then 
the student is spending more time on campus and therefore develops a greater interest in the 
campus community. Blue Ridge Scholars, involved in service-learning opportunities and 
learning communities, can develop more attachments to the campus by creating an investment of 
their time and support which can become meaningful on a personal level. UNG assistant 
professors, Drs. Andrew Pearl and Nathan Price (2018), involved in the BR campus, described 
high-impact educational practices designed for the Blue Ridge Scholars in their blog written for 
the Institute for Educational Leadership: 
• Develop a structured first-year experience 
• Create a supported learning community, and 
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• Provide an academic service-learning component (Leonard, 2018) 
The student support offerings for the Blue Ridge Scholars, developed with purposeful intent to 
enhance the student experience, create an opportunity of engagement with the Blue Ridge 
campus community and the local community. Theories pertaining to student marginality, 
mattering, student retention, and the recognition of place are considered through the BRS 
components developed by UNG institutional action. 
 Engle and Tinto (2008) reported that while access to post-secondary institutions has 
increased, college completion for low-income and first-generation students is still problematic. 
Barriers of costs, transition, engagement, and non-traditional students lead to departure if 
students cannot gain enough support from the institution through financial aid assistance and 
advising, as well as extra supports to at-risk students and working students (p. 4).  
Tinto (1999, 2012) described institutional action needed for student success: 1) 
expectations, or what the student expects out of their institution; 2) support, as in the institution 
provides academic, social or financial support for student assistance; 3) assessment and 
feedback, to recognize areas the student may require additional assistance; and 4) involvement, 
to include creating opportunities of engagement for the student as part of the institution’s campus 
community to enhance buy-in by the student and enhance their desire to find their place within 
the community (p. 7). Astin (1984) noted that the recognition of an individual student who may 
have other obligations beyond the institutional coursework can enhance the success of the 
student by providing more opportunities to remain on campus such as offering student 
employment. At UNG, the BRS program is specifically designed to identify at-risk students, 
often first-generation and low-income students, and offer additional supports from the institution 
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the sacred sweep 
from light to dark, 
dark to light. 
We draw the rhythm 
of our breath 
rise, fall, ease, flow. 
In the kitchen 
a woman sings 
hymns of another 
time, an easier 
faith, and a winter 
rose blooms on 
the window sill. 
~Isabel Zuber, 2010 
 
As discussed in chapters one and two, the previously identified Appalachian regions per 
the ARC maps have shown little progress toward alleviating poverty and increasing education 
levels despite recent efforts by federal and state governments to improve the living conditions of 
its residents, as previous efforts historically enhanced those in positions of power who provided 
little help to residents. The Appalachian Regional Commission’s mapping documents report 
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poverty levels and low college completion rates by counties within the Appalachian region, 
lending a visual portrayal of the continued problem (see Figures 1 and 2). In the literature 
review, we see how “place” becomes a powerful social and cultural connection of self-identity 
within Appalachian communities; however, although important, this can be somewhat limiting, 
as well, for students graduating from high school and considering their next steps. Appalachians, 
connected through rural settings that may be resistant to change, are subject to historical 
oppression stemming from coal industry greed and toxic leadership (Smith and Fisher, 2012). 
Given these studies reflective of toxic leadership, there were events that gave rise to resistance 
efforts by Appalachians to take back their rights. Thus, rural students who aspire to enroll in an 
institution of higher education may face challenges that can be identified as obstacles to college 
completion in institutions where middle- and upper-class values are integral to their very fabric. 
The University of North Georgia’s Blue Ridge Campus provides a unique opportunity to study 
participants in a cohort specifically designed to identify Appalachian students at risk for college 
attrition. A case study designed to give participants of this cohort an opportunity to share 
narratives of their journeys to and through the first three years of college may provide useful 
insights for college retention and completion for this region and perhaps other communities in 
Appalachia. 
As previously noted, the University of North Georgia (UNG) Blue Ridge Campus created 
opportunities for local residents to enroll in college courses in an area where the closest public 
college campus is an hour’s drive away. The UNG Blue Ridge Campus offers courses for first-
time freshmen, dual enrolled students, and adult learners (UNG News, 2016). The State of 
Georgia offered support to create this campus with the intent of improving educational pathways 
leading to economic development (Rogers, 2015). As part of this campus’ community-focused 
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initiatives, faculty and staff developed a program called the “Blue Ridge Scholars” (BRS), a 
select group of students identified as high risk for not completing college. For this group, UNG 
provides support via high-impact academic engagement practices, intensive advising, learning 
communities, and a purposeful service-learning opportunity to promote engagement. The 
purpose of this research is to investigate whether participation in the Blue Ridge Scholars 
program impacts the persistence and retention of students from the Appalachian region and 
whether participation impacted transition to a bachelor-degree-granting college campus. The 
case study includes volunteer participants from any BRS cohort. Thus, the research questions 
guiding this study will be as follows:  
1. What resources have had an impact for students from the Appalachian region 
participating in the Blue Ridge Scholars program? 
2. How does participation in the BRS program impact transitions to traditional college 
campuses for students from the Appalachian region? 
Research Design 
 To investigate student cohorts of students enrolled as “Blue Ridge Scholars” (BRS), I am 
utilizing an instrumental qualitative case study approach, which will assist in understanding the 
individual students and their perceptions of the BRS program. According to Stake (1995), a case 
study relies on an instrumental approach to understand an issue beyond the actual situation (as 
cited in Baxter and Jack, 2008, pp. 549-550). The ongoing problem of poverty and lack of higher 
education in the Appalachian region is an issue and this case study is designed to provide 
insights into the BRS’ perceptions. Stake (1995) further explains that the study of people or a 
program is a learning process the researcher experiences through listening to individuals’ stories 
or descriptions about their own experiences while in a certain setting. Despite the purpose of 
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choosing a relatively new program’s participants at an institution, the overall concern is about 
Appalachian people, the poverty of their community, and the lack of higher education. Stake 
(1995) calls the inquiry of an individual to understand aspects of their condition or place in 
society the instrumental way to gain understanding of something else (p. 3). In this case, we need 
a better understanding of the link between poverty and lack of education in Appalachia, whether 
targeted supports can assist students in overcoming obstacles to education, and the impacts of 
poverty on educational attainment. Thus, this study of the participants of a program is not 
constructed to understand the program itself, but to gain knowledge of how Appalachian students 
perceive the benefits offered in the way of extra support by the institution and whether their 
perceived barriers can be overcome. 
The case study concentrates on the cohorts of Blue Ridge Scholars as the only component 
or unit. These cohorts provided the narrative of their stories through interviews to “describe their 
views of reality,” as “this enables the researcher to better understand the participants’ actions” 
(from Lather, 1992, Robottom & Hart, 1992 as cited by Baxter and Jack, 2008, p. 545). The Blue 
Ridge Scholars are selected through a process that includes recognizing those who may require 
additional support, such as first-generation college students, students with low income family 
status, and working students. Once accepted to UNG, the UNG BRS candidates are required to 
submit an essay on leadership, participate in an interview, sign a contract, and complete a BR 
Scholars check sheet (S. Ott communication, 2019 – see Appendices A, B and C). 
Yin (2014) determines that reducing ambiguity of the unit to a certain identifiable group 
is important in that “if the unit of analysis is a small group, for instance, the persons to be 
included within the group (the immediate topic of the case study) must be distinguished from 
those who are outside of it (the context for the case study)” (p. 33). The first cohort of the Blue 
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Ridge Scholars are the participants of the case study, signifying the analysis contained to this 
group.  
Equally important, according to Yin (2014), is the span of time the case study covers. The 
Blue Ridge Scholars program began in 2015 (UNG News, 2016) and at this time has produced 
three cohorts, with the third year cohort having transitioned to other campuses. This case study is 
limited to cohorts with the purpose of recording their experiences as Blue Ridge Scholars 
participants, with most participants having transitioned to other campuses. The transition from 
the Blue Ridge Campus to a four-year campus is another transition of change as the BRS 
experience does not occur on a more traditional campus. 
Case Participants 
 As noted previously, the BRS cohorts are the focal point of this study, and I have 
conducted interviews with 5 participants plus 2 administrators for this case study. Students 
designated as BRS provided insight with their experience of the program, including transition 
points from high school to the Blue Ridge Campus and then to a four-year-degree-granting 
institution/campus. I emailed my recruitment message to BRS cohorts and asked for volunteers 
to participate in interviews for my research. The email included a link to a brief Qualtrics survey 
to indicate a “yes” or “no” response. I followed up with reminder emails asking for volunteer 
participation. Once any “yes” responses were collected, I sent a personalized email to each of 
these students as participants for the next step in the research process. Accordingly, while I strive 
for anonymity by using pseudonyms in place of participant names, I cannot guarantee 
confidentiality due to the identification of the institution used in this study. Participants were 
made aware of this detail from the recruitment email, initial participation survey, consent form, 
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and final member checking processes. Finally, demographic details such as gender and 
race/ethnicity are provided for the participating group as a whole. 
The participants in my research were offered no incentive, except to share their stories. I 
interviewed Sandy Ott, Director of Blue Ridge, and Dr. Nathan Price, Assistant Professor, to learn 
about the BRS program and the Blue Ridge campus design. I interviewed five students at the 
campus location of their choice. Although I did receive seven respondents that agreed to be 
interviewed, two had to drop out due to their own extenuating circumstances. One student could 
not find time away from work for an interview, and another suffered house damage from recent 
flooding due to abnormally high rains. Both students did want to participate in the research and 
unfortunately could not at the time. The remaining five participants are described with the 
demographic information in Table 3. 
Table 3 
Data Collected from Qualtrics Survey 
Interview Participants Demographic Information 
Question 1 
 With which gender identity do you identify? 
  Female = 3 
  Male = 2 
Question 2 
 What year are you in college? 
  Sophomore = 1 
  Junior = 4 
Question 3 
 If no longer in college, please list why. 
  No responses recorded 
Question 4 
 On which campus are the majority of your classes held? 
  Blue Ridge = 2 
  Dahlonega = 3 
Question 5 
 What is your major? 
  Bachelor of Business Administration in Information Systems = 1 
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  Business = 1 
  Management = 2 
  History Education = 1 
Question 6 
 Where were you born? 
  Ellijay, Ga = 1 
  Blue Ridge, Ga = 3 
  (no city listed), Ga = 1 
Question 7 
 From which high school did you graduate? 
  Gilmer High School = 1 
  Fannin County High School = 3 
  Grace Christian Academy = 1 
Question 8 
 Are you a first generation student? 
  Yes (If parent/guardian did not complete college) = 3 
  No (If parent/guardian did complete college) = 2 
Question 9 
 In what geographical location do you plan to work after college? 
  (no city listed), Ga = 1 
  Blue Ridge, Ga = 2 
  Metro Atlanta Area, Ga = 1 
  North Georgia = 1 
Question 10 
 Are you currently working while attending classes? 
  Yes = 4 
  No = 1 
 
Data Collection 
 Data consists of document, interview, and field note analyses. Descriptive analysis of 
institutional documents that describe the Blue Ridge Scholars program’s inception and the 
methodology to choose who becomes a BRS details the process created by administrators and 
assists in understanding the foundations of the program itself. As noted, the Blue Ridge Scholars 
cohorts were the target group of participants for interviews. The interviews of participants have 
been conducted with the aid of an interview guide created for student participants incorporating 
grand tour and mini tour questions which provided the opportunity for participants to describe 
their day in general and then more specific experiences within their day (Bhattacharya, 2017). 
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These open-ended questions encouraged the participants to describe their experiences as Blue 
Ridge Scholars with the deeper dive of exploring and explaining their perceptions of the 
additional supports provided in the program (see Appendix D for grand and mini tour questions). 
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), any analysis of data will include interviews and 
additional documents. The BRS are chosen using the required documents from the BRS 
candidates such as an essay, GPA, and outcomes from interviews. This data guides the UNG 
administrators for their selection. Other resources for documentation include the design of the 
program, the characteristics of participants to be considered for the program and the physical 
description of the campus. For the rich description of the case study subject, I described notes 
about the campus itself, the classrooms, how the classes are conducted, and the availability of 
instructors as resources for the students. The campus operates much like a high school, with the 
same cohort of students changing classes during the day. Further, I have included the general 
floor plan consisting of 3200 square feet (UNG Real Estate Foundation, 2017-2018) for a visual 
effect of the classrooms and to understand any similarities with the Blue Ridge Campus structure 
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as it relates to a high school:
 
Figure 4. Blue Ridge Campus Floorplan. Source - UNG Facilities Office 
I began to work on my research prospectus with the guidance of my major advisor, Dr. 
Sheri Hardee. I presented the proposal to my committee, consisting of Dr. Sheri Hardee, Chair, 
Dr. Adam Jordan, and Dr. Donna Gessell. With the research prospectus, I included my interview 
guide to be used for volunteer participants. With their approval, I then submitted an application 
for research approval to the UNG Institutional Review Board (IRB). The title of the study is “A 
Case Study of the UNG Blue Ridge Scholars and Persistence,” Study Number 2019-130-C&U. I 
received approval and proceeded to request a listing of students who had attended and/or were 
currently attending classes at the UNG Blue Ridge campus. I requested this listing of students 
using the UNG Institutional Effectiveness Data Request form. As described, I created the process 
of emails and a Qualtrics survey with an explanation of my project, my position as a research 
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student in the UNG Doctor of Education, Leadership, and Practice, along with the invitation to 
participate. After each interview, I used the transcription company “Rev.com.” Upon receipt of 
the transcription, I emailed each participant for member checking and received a positive 
response of accuracy for each transcription except for one participant. I will use all transcripts as 
I have sought and been given permission previously. 
Data Analysis 
 The case study data will be analyzed for similar themes from the participants while the 
researcher may have certain expectations that may add emphasis to certain themes. The 
discovery of unexpected themes will therefore need to be emphasized as part of the learning 
from the participants. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained how to analyze data by reviewing a 
transcript and making notes about words or phrases that seem to stand out with the process 
referred to as “open coding” (p. 204). This initial process to recognize certain words used by the 
interviewee begins the coding of terms that may be repeated during other interviews. Eventually, 
the interview transcript data becomes notated into chunks of data where themes may emerge. 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) used a forest and tree analogy in these steps: 1) consider the purpose 
of the study; 2) consider the lens of your theoretical framework; 3) code the data as patterns or 
trees; 4) view the trees for the big picture, or the forest; 5) review the trees; and 6) develop fewer 
comprehensive categories (pp. 207 – 208). These steps are to guide the data analysis to form 
evidential themes to keep and to discard those themes that are not as strong for inclusion in the 
research. 
The interview process captured the participants’ own thoughts and was allowed to 
describe their own story. This grand tour type of questioning provided the opportunity for 
participants to reveal their thoughts in their own words. Coding of similar phrases in interviews 
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leads to greater analysis in the research. Creswell (2013) described the use of in vivo codes for 
interpreting data into codes or themes. The use of noting exact words being used by participants 
can reveal an important theme as a common concern. The use of priori codes will create a start to 
the analysis and the addition of emergent codes as the transcripts are studied will help to develop 
themes from the participants’ stories (Creswell, 2013, Elliott, 2018).  
The inclusion of participants’ stories represented their own version and perception of 
their personal sense of living. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) describe stories as a form of 
narrative inquiry that represent the phenomenon of the culture, such as the rural students of the 
BRS. The historical information about Appalachian people and their past economies with 
unemployment and poverty conditions impact the current students and their living experiences. 
Although the time limits for this case study are not conducive to forming a relationship between 
researcher and participant, providing the opportunity for the participant to relay their voice 
during the interview results in the opportunity to be heard. This is especially important for 
groups of individuals who have previously been less heard in the common narrative, and this is 
true for many first-generation and limited-income students in the Appalachian region. Connelly 
and Clandinin (1990) described the interview process as a tool in narrative inquiry: “interviews 
are conducted between researcher and participant, transcripts are made, the meetings are made 
available for further discussion, and they become part of the ongoing narrative record” (p. 5). In 
the case study, the interview transcription was sent to the participant to review the information as 
part of the validation process of member checking. Denzin and Lincoln (2008) pointed out that 
taking different perspectives provided in this case study through interviews and story collection 
create a pattern for interpretation (p. 7). Emergent themes from the collection of stories will be 
examined for similar context and notable variables in the data analysis. The field notes, 
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description of the Blue Ridge campus, and descriptive information from UNG administrators 
will describe the backdrop to their stories.  
Validity, Reliability, Trustworthiness, and Transferability 
To establish validity, this case study followed procedures as described by Creswell and 
Miller (2000), such as conducting research ethically to enhance validity and describing and 
keeping in mind the lens of the researcher in terms of subjectivity and viewpoint or context for 
interpretation of the data. First, validity in the case study topic of Blue Ridge Scholars can be 
enhanced by the use of thick, rich description “to describe the setting, the participants, and the 
themes of the qualitative study” (Creswell and Miller 2000, p. 128). Yin (2014) described the 
collection of documents as part of a chain of evidence, and in this case study, I obtained UNG 
documents and the basis for Blue Ridge Scholar selection as the background resource for the 
program. The combination of documents, interviews, and campus description will strengthen the 
reliability of the case study.  
Another method of enhancing validity is the use of member checking, from 
transcription to analysis, to ask the participants to review the researcher’s interpretation of the 
interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Not only does this review of the interview analysis by 
the participant help to point out any misunderstandings on the part of the researcher, but this 
also keeps the voice and viewpoint of the participants at the forefront of the research. 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described member checking: “the process involved in member 
checks is to take your preliminary analysis back to some of the participants and ask whether 
your interpretation ‘rings true’” (p. 246). This reinforcement of the researcher’s interpretation 
of the interview by the participant can validate the experience and continued feedback can be 
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used to create a more accurate account. If errors were made during the interpretation process, it 
is vital for that participant’s true point of view be corrected for further data analysis.  
The transcription of interviews was completed by a third-party transcription service. The 
separation of the researcher and the transcription outcome increases the trustworthiness of the 
interview process by eliminating influences or biases the researcher may have. Carlson (2010) 
noted the transcription of interviews should be completed by an outside source unrelated to the 
research. As previously noted, the transcript was sent to each participant for their review. 
The research method used in this case study can be followed in a generalized approach 
that may be useful to other educational institutions. Education administrators in high schools, 
colleges, and universities can learn from research already conducted, which can be used to plan 
further research. A former study will incentivize further questions for different groups of 
students with differing variations and comparisons (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). The case study 
of the Blue Ridge Scholars model can enhance further studies in similar programs at other 
institutions to learn more about how intense advising, academic coaching, and the inclusion of 
high impact educational practices can help with transitions experienced by students. 
Positionality 
Stake (1995) describes how the researcher’s assertions involve interpretation based on 
personal experiences. The inclusion of understanding other researchers’ subjectivities in their 
own research can guide the researcher to guard their personal feelings to the point of openness to 
analyze the data as new experiences of the participants. The participants’ experiences can be 
very different from the researcher’s personal understanding and are to be closely examined rather 
than avoided. Stake (1978) stated, “naturalistic generalizations develop within a person as a 
product of experience. They derive from the tacit knowledge of how things are, why they are, 
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how people feel about them, and how these things are likely to be later or in other places with 
which this person is familiar. They seldom take the form of predictions but lead regularly to 
expectation” (p. 6). The subjectivity influences over the perspectives of the researcher, or the 
lens the researcher may incorporate in the study, are to be recognized throughout the research 
process. In the case study, I acknowledge my own perceptions as influences and am aware of my 
subjectivities through my experience as a first-generation college student from Appalachia, and I 
understand the students’ experiences will be different. Within the “apparatus of knowing” 
(Taguchi & Palmer, 2013), I am cognizant to remain open to accept what may be different from 
my own experiences versus the participants’ experiences although the cultures are very similar. 
However, being from Appalachia is not enough of a cultural similarity to assume knowledge of 
how the participants perceive their own situation, and to understand my personal apparatus of 
knowing is not to supersede what the participants can contribute to the research. Taguchi and 
Palmer (2013) referred to the internal experiences of the researcher and the “events of encounter 
with the different agents of this apparatus” (pp. 672-673), thereby recognizing a new paradigm 
from the researchers’ own perceptions and understandings. I already know there is a generational 
gap between the participants and my research stance, and I recognize that college, classrooms, 
coursework, and instructors are different from my own experiences. With the recognition of 
these differences, my research centers on observing a phenomenon outside of my own 
experiences, to discover a new connectivity of influences that create the phenomenon. Creswell 
and Miller (2000) describe how a researcher can be questioned concerning a personal perspective 
of the participants’ responses and can interpret those responses with a biased reflection of 
personal views. What governs our perspective about narratives is our historical situatedness of 
inquiry, a situatedness based on social, political, culture, economic, ethical, and gender 
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antecedents of the studied situations. The implication of this perspective is that validity will be 
called into question, its assumptions interrogated and challenged, and thus researchers need to be 
reflexive and disclose what they bring to a narrative (p. 126). The summation of my 
subjectivities as being very different from the group to be studied will represent a unique model 
outside of my own understanding.  
Ethical Considerations 
It is incumbent upon the researcher to conduct the interview process with respect of the 
participants’ time, responses, and comfort. The participants were informed about the purpose of 
the research and the intent of anonymity, as much as possible, pertaining to personal identity. 
The responses to the questions are anonymous. The participants were notified about the non-
disclosure character of the study. Participants were asked to create their own pseudonyms to use 
for interview transcription and analysis for the research project. Although pseudonyms are used 
in place of actual names, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, as the institution will be 
identified. The beginning of each interview included further explanation of the participant’s role 
in the research process and the steps by the researcher to ensure trustworthiness. One important 
step that requires further participant input is the transcription of the interview. The participants 
have had the opportunity to review the transcript and either accept the transcription or describe 
any inaccuracies or issues. Most of the participants accepted the transcription as accurate, 
although one participant indicated an intention to review but has yet to respond. 
 The risks to the participants are minimal. After the approval was given from the UNG 
Institutional Review Board to conduct the research, each participant signed a consent form 
before any interviews were conducted. Since the study is limited to the Blue Ridge Scholars, 
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there should be no minors involved. If there are minors, then the appropriate consent form will 
be issued to the guardians for permission.  
 Beyond the Institutional Review Board (IRB)’s approval to conduct the research, the 
research was conducted in an ethical manner to instill reliability for the reported outcomes. I 
attempted to create an atmosphere of respect for the participant to feel comfortable during the 
interview. This included informing the participant of my research and background, and to 
emphasize my interest in his or her perceptions and stories, which is the key focal point of the 
study. With personal interviews, I was cognizant of my place as a researcher and the 
participant’s place of sharing private thoughts and perceptions and that my conduct represented 
good manners and respect for the participant (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, Stake, 1995). I was 
open about my research and reacted with respect for the participants’ responses with opening 
remarks as an orientation for the participant.  
Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations 
 The research is limited to cohorts of the BRS, who either remain on the Blue Ridge 
campus or who have transited to another campus and/or institution. The Blue Ridge Campus is 
limited to first and second year class offerings, and students must transfer to another campus to 
continue their studies. Volunteer participants represent the interviews for the research project, 
thus limiting participants due to the timeframe available. The study is limited to student 
perceptions of resources provided by the BRS program and the transition experience to another 
campus, depending on their current year status. Additionally, since the case study is limited to 
few cohorts, further research would need to be conducted to include case studies involving other 
cohorts for an expounded context, especially if the BRS program undergoes change due to 





How would I know 
if your old ways 
work? Is there more 
promise, less risk, the right 
amount of danger? 
What are you waiting 
To tell me? I raise 
beds in the garden, graft 
A bud, root my cuttings uneasily. 
What is it I don’t know 
that might save us all? 
 ~Isabel Zuber 2002 
Introduction 
As described in the preceding chapters, Chapter Four highlights the perceptions of the 
former UNG Blue Ridge Scholars’ and their experiences of the program and applies previous 
literature and framework to the analyses of these experiences. Indeed, the purpose of this case 
study is to provide information of how the program and extra support affected their first year of 
college, as these scholars were deemed at risk for college completion. Given the history of 
Appalachia as described by many who emphasize a narrative of individualist blame, these 
students are the product of a continued systematic habitus of white, middle class education with 
little room for those outside of that status. Their stories challenge the stereotypes created by the 
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media and the histories that are written in such a conscribed view that Appalachian people have 
themselves to blame for their situations. Contrary to the opinions by many in the media or even 
in literature, however, these students were determined to obtain a college degree and their stories 
challenge the unbalanced Appalachian narrative. Armed with family support and encouragement, 
and expectation by parents, these study participants accepted the invitation by UNG 
administrators to participate in the UNG Blue Ridge Scholars program.  
According to Sandy Ott, the majority of Blue Ridge Scholars are local students from 
either Fannin County or one of the surrounding counties. These counties are part of the 
Appalachian region, and the participants either were from the region or had family ties to the 
region. As noted above, participants were invited to share their perceptions about how BRS 
resources impacted their college experiences. In this process, participants described their 
transitions from high school to college and from a small campus to a larger campus. As their 
stories were told, many had similar experiences, leading to a discovery and establishment of 
common themes, the study of which can act as a guide for institutions of higher education in 
providing support structures that help students from underrepresented geographical regions. For 
edification, the emergent themes from the participants include the following: 
o Difficulties with Transitioning to College 
o Family Support  
o Secondary School Support 
o Transition Anxiety over Beginning College: “The Big Giant Monster” 
o Dual Difficulty of Transitioning to College Level Workload and Working 
o Success in College 
o BRS Program and the Transition to College 
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o BRS and Interpersonal Support 
o Student Engagement via Service-learning 
o Mentorship 
o Transition to a Four-Year Campus 
UNG developed an institutional program to reach an economically distressed area of 
Appalachia, as previously noted. The UNG Blue Ridge Scholars program incorporates a specific 
plan of assistance to support their students, and each research participant described how those 
institutional actions helped their transition to college. Astin (1984) described in his Conceptual 
Model of Student Involvement (see Figure 3) the elements of students investing their energy, 
their differing devotion toward their college projects, their academic work ethic, their quality of 
learning and personal development, and institutional action. The UNG institutional action to 
create the BRS program is in direct correlation with the model to enhance student persistence. 
The participant interviews reveal their perceptions of how this program’s student resources 
impacted their ability to succeed in college, both with their transition from high school to college 
and with their transition from Blue Ridge to attend a four-year campus to further their studies.  
I was raised to know that one good thing about stories is that one person might make one 
meaning out of a story and another person might take a different meaning from it. And I 
was raised to believe this ability to make our own meaning out of the world is what 
freedom is, and what joy is, and meaning making is a right we all have. 




Difficulties with Transitioning to College 
Family Support 
 One of the major themes that evolved centered on family support. Each scholar described 
family support in terms of encouragement to attend college, as these students were mostly 
expected to attend college. Ali and Saunders (2006) indicated that families with strong 
relationships are the resource students rely on for guidance in planning their career path. As 
noted in the literature review, some researchers wrote about an isolation that occurs in 
Appalachian families, and that isolation can lead to self-reliance, which in this case was seen as a 
“pulling away,” of sorts, from a dominant society, including higher education. The participants’ 
descriptions, however, represented their self-reliance in their determination to overcome barriers 
to college. Additionally, some researchers, such as Wallace and Diekroger (2000), added to the 
self-reliance aspect with the additional opinion that Appalachian families may not encourage 
their children to attain higher education. Indeed, Hutchins et al. (2012) reported families have 
lower expectation of college completion, yet the research participants’ comments proved 
otherwise. Patricia, first-generation college student, spoke of her parents’ encouragement for her 
and her sibling to attend college: 
It’s always just been like, I guess expected of me to go to college, me and my sister by 
my parents. Um, they both were just very like, “You don’t want to end up where we are” 
essentially. Um, ‘cause neither of them have college degrees. 
As these Scholars reveal, their parents supported the educational growth for their children. From 
Patricia’s statement, the expectation of going beyond high school to continue their education 
shows her family’s determination about their children’s future. 
Similarly, Amanda described family encouragement as generational: 
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[College] was something [my parents] have always pushed. Not just my parents, but my 
grandparents. That was all I could see after high school. I knew I was going to college. 
Like there was no if or buts. 
This generational belief that college is the right pathway for their children and grandchildren 
contrasts with the narrative about Appalachians and their lack of concern about education.  
Michael is not a first-generation student, yet his parents’ expectations and goals are similar to the 
other scholars: 
Well, it was kind of like that “you gotta go to college” syndrome that you get pushed on 
by your parents. Your parents, they want what, better or better than what they had. 
Whereas my parents, they went to college, uh, they went to more of a Baptist-Baptist 
college, so it was more Bible college than anything. But I always felt like that was the 
necessary, like the next step. Uh, well, it’s – it was the next step for my sister and the 
next step for me. Uh, so I would’ve been the only s-like, child not going to college. Uh, 
also everyone else in my graduating class for where I was born was headed to college for 
the most part. I went to, I-I was born in Fayetteville. I went to a private school in 
Fayetteville and I had recently moved up to Blue Ridge to take care of my grandma who, 
my grandpa, he passed away, or just recently at the time. 
Emily 
Uh, [parents] push it very much, yeah. My brother’s actually in UNG too, so.  
Michael and Emily described family encouragement as a “parental push.” Although Michael and 
Emily do not share the same background as Michael attended a private school and Emily went to 
the local high school, both families expected their children to get a college degree. This example 
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shows parents, regardless of background and SES, value a college education and recognize the 
opportunity for quality employment. 
While some in the Appalachian research field portray negative stereotypes concerning 
family rejection of education, such as Wallace and Diekroger (2000), who described the 
Appalachian family as being less education-oriented, the Blue Ridge Scholars all emphasized 
their family encouragement for their college goals. The desire of parents becomes a push, a drive 
for their children to have a better life. Bourdieu (1987) used the word “habitus” to describe a 
commonality among middle class influences on education institutional practices; the same word 
can be used for the Scholars’ parents, in their push for their children to go to college. This 
commonality among the parents of the Scholars affirms their value placed on education; it shows 
their hope and the promise of dreams fulfilled by getting a degree.  
To further elaborate, Patricia’s comment about her parents’ desire for her and her siblings 
to “not end up where we are” due to lack of education for themselves portrays their hope in a 
better life for their children. Indeed, researchers Dyk and Wilson (1999) studied the impact of 
Appalachian family educational influences over their children, recognizing the social capital 
interaction within the family unit. This interaction within families impresses in their children the 
expectations of making good grades in secondary schools, therefore building a foundational 
expectation of continuing their education after high school. These family expectations shape the 
child’s own expectations as a social capital connection of parents that guides their children into 
greater educational achievement than some of the parents. The family also socializes an 
expectant occupational opportunity either through education or certifications, and that 
expectation from parents encourages the child to build a different life as an adult. The family 
support experienced by these scholars defy the previously noted studies. The Scholars held 
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opposing opinions of those described by Wallace and Diekroger (2000), thus revealing a current 
phenomenon of Appalachian families that support their children to continue their education. It 
also complicates the notion of self-reliance from Appalachia’s history in that today’s 
Appalachian youth are not pulling away from the dominant culture as much as they are focused 
on becoming self-reliant in a dominant culture. This can be problematic as they can move into 
the dominant culture and pull away from their Appalachian culture. Students should not have to 
give up their Appalachian heritage as society should celebrate differences instead of requiring 
everyone to become mainstream and join the current status quo. What we are seeing from these 
students is their discovery in finding their own place and how the BRS program has provided 
encouragement and support to be successful in college and in personal development. 
Michael’s hometown is not considered part of the Appalachian region, yet he is familiar 
with the Blue Ridge area through past visits with his grandparents. After his grandfather passed 
away, his grandmother relied more on family, and Michael became her caregiver while attending 
the UNG Blue Ridge campus. Wilson et al. (2018) wrote about family tethering or ties may have 
a negative influence; however, Michael found success in relocating to help his grandmother and 
enrolled at the Blue Ridge campus as a BR Scholar. This sense of self-efficacy shows a desire to 
have family responsibilities, work, and attend school, which indicates family tethering as not 
having a negative influence for all students. In fact, Michael’s family expected him to attend 
college, and Michael himself wanted to help with his grandmother. His decision to attend the 
UNG Blue Ridge campus came after he found received an invitation to consider joining the BRS 
program. His interest in the program along with the service-learning aspect influenced him to 
choose UNG despite invitations from other institutions. The location of the UNG campus in Blue 
Ridge plus his familiarity with the region from visiting his grandparents during his summers 
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reinforced his decision. The BRS are not representative of all students of Appalachia, and we 
must recognize that there are students, regardless of geographical region, that do not have this 
same support. 
 As mentioned, Scott et al. (2015) described similar barriers to attend post-secondary 
institutions such as cost, distance, first-generation, and limited access to technology. While the 
BRS experienced barriers to college applications, limited high school help, and anxiety of being 
a new college student, family encouragement was a positive influence for these students. Family 
encouragement, especially for first-generation students, unfortunately is not enough, and 
sometimes families are unaware of the details of the college application process, including forms 
for admission and financial aid applications. The unknown rules for college application create a 
challenge for students who must rely on high school counselors for guidance in college 
applications. As noted in the literature review, this is where secondary schools play a key role. 
According to the College Board Advocacy & Policy Center (2011), parents and lower-income 
students rely on high school guidance counselors and college websites for admission and 
financial aid information.  
Secondary School Support 
 Although many families rely on the support of secondary schools, a common theme 
among the participants was the limited help given by their high school administrators. While 
teachers were given credit for mentoring by a few Scholars, the high school experience in 
general did not ease the transition to college for many. This is problematic in a region where 
secondary support is a vital part of encouraging the transition from high school to college. 
Hutchins et al. (2012) noted the issue that while students rely on information provided in high 
school, the students must try to find out for themselves how to approach college applications. 
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Underlying tensions exist in high schools, and as Patricia noted as apparent to her experience, 
some groups of students had access to more opportunity than others: 
Um, and I feel like they wanted some kids to go to college and they really focused on 
certain, like, certain groups but then the rest of us were kind of like, “Hmm, what’s going 
on?” Um, you know whenever…like, I didn’t even know that you could dual enroll here 
at U-like whenever I was in high school. And then all these kids were like, “Oh, I’m dual 
enrolling.” And I’m like, how? Like, I didn’t even know that was a thing. And, so I feel 
like a lot of students just weren’t made aware and I feel like, like I said, that they were 
trying to push certain groups of students to go ahead and get ahead rather than all of the 
students. I feel like a lot of the students just didn’t know. Like, I, I didn’t know. I 
would’ve come and dual enrolled. I just didn’t know and if you not-well, if you look like 
at the kids that did dual enroll like, they’re all in the same friend group and that was 
weird to me. That, like, none of us really knew about it except for like, this certain group 
of kids and I don’t really know if that was just because they went and asked about it or-
but I feel like that’s something we should all should’ve known, especially with this 
campus available. I definitely would’ve taken advantage of that rather than taking-I mean 
I was taking filler classes by the end of my, uh, senior year. 
Clearly Patricia felt marginalized by high school administrators’ actions in that she was not 
included in important information that was delivered to a group of other students, creating a 
feeling of being an outsider. Her words of “I didn’t know” are repeated indicating her stance as a 
high school student who didn’t matter enough to be given the same opportunity as some of her 
classmates. This means these same divisions exist in the Appalachian communities, where some 
students are privileged over others. Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering 
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sheds light on what Patricia described as “certain groups” that were favored and allowed more 
opportunities than others. The other students that didn’t belong in a certain group were 
marginalized by not receiving the same information as students deemed as favorites at the high 
school. 
In Patricia’s experience, she was not given the opportunity to advance into college 
courses for credit through dual enrollment, and therefore a gap was created in a sense that other 
groups of students in the same high school were given an opportunity to obtain college course 
credit, advancing their place in college over Patricia. Without an overload of college classes, 
including an additional summer semester, Patricia will have a difficult time of catching up to 
other students who were provided the opportunity of the dual enrollment program. Dual 
enrollment is a program provided by the State of Georgia for high school students to take courses 
for college credit at little or no cost to the student (USG, n.d.). Further, research has shown that 
early post-secondary enrollment through a dual enrollment program is an important factor of 
student motivation, engagement and retention for students moving on to college after high school 
graduation (An, 2015). Such opportunities are vitally important for students who may have 
families who are financially constrained: the economic savings of dual enrollment can greatly 
benefit these families and their children. Patricia’s experience shows that secondary schools 
continue to exhibit a problematic marginalization where some students are favored over others. 
In Patricia’s high school experience, she lamented what she perceived as special treatment for 
other groups of students which created a difference in how students outside of certain groups 
were treated. Schlossberg (1989) described how students can feel marginalized if they are 
excluded from support given to others. Further, Bourdieu’s (1987) description of habitus, or the 
ingrained middle class educational practices, are in full effect by some high school teachers or 
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administrators whose actions show an exclusiveness mostly likely due to a status-quo mind-set. 
Nathan (2017) describes this type of underlying tension as “the invisible threads of inequity that 
are far less likely to tighten around the necks of our dominant-culture students” (p. 105). This 
overriding culture of the middle class mindset is an ongoing phenomenon (Bourdieu, 1987) 
within secondary education and continues to post-secondary institutions. Even with immense 
determination to succeed in college, underrepresented students still face challenges of 
marginality, and the BRS program is designed to reduce barriers by continual support even after 
the Scholars have completed the program. 
One student, Emily, described a barrier to enroll in college as caused directly by her high 
school and an error that created a costly issue. While in high school, she had not taken a required 
science class to prepare for college. While she does not directly blame anyone, she described her 
experience and what she had to do to overcome the problem: 
So, actually, um, my counselor in high school, she, we had, like, went over all the classes 
that I had taken in high school and like what would transfer, what wouldn’t. And I guess 
either I or her looked over that I didn’t have a science. So, whenever I transferred to Blue 
Ridge [campus], I actually, UNG Blue Ridge [campus], I actually had to retake biology, 
‘cause I didn’t fulfill it in high school. So, yeah. That was big, a big downside.… it cost 
me, uh, like $500 to take the class…it kinda pushed me back, yeah. 
 Here we see Emily taking blame for what a high school counselor failed to do. This self-
recrimination stems from the pervasive belief pushed by some that Appalachian people have 
only themselves to blame for their circumstances. Emily is outside the mainstream mind-set of 
the education system that caused her to work more to get back on track to continue with her 
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education. Instead of moving forward, in her words, this error pushed her back and she had to 
bear the cost to pay for the required class and the time to take the class. 
The issue of an unexpected cost of a class missed while in high school could have been 
enough to postpone or block a student from moving forward with plans for college. A high 
school principal, Nathan (2017) wrote that the misconceptions people often have concerning the 
burden of the cost of education are easily fixed. The assumptions are that students have financial 
aid available for their use, or choose student loans, or simply choose a less expensive college or 
career path. However, Nathan (2017) wrote, “Money, or the lack of it, can easily determine the 
kind of future a young person will have. Some families have the good fortune to assume that no 
matter the monetary demands, college is accessible. But that is just not true if you are poor or 
don’t have the social or cultural capital to navigate the system of higher education” (p. 12). The 
lack of financial resources can easily derail students from their hopes of going to college. Tinto 
(1993) reiterated that family and finance are directly correlated with the choices a student makes 
in attending college. In Emily’s case, her high school career was enough to graduate with a 
diploma, but the issue of missing a science was a barrier for her to complete her application to 
college. Patricia’s missed opportunity of free dual enrollment classes adds a financial burden by 
making her pay for the same classes in college. 
 Another student who participated in the Upward Bound program described a different 
experience with college preparation while in high school. Much like the BRS program, Upward 
Bound, part of the Federal Trio Programs, supports students considered at-risk for post-
secondary opportunities including first-generation, low income students by providing a vast array 
of projects (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Lawrence described those additional supports 
as beneficial while in high school: 
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[Upward Bound] mainly focuses on college from what I’ve seen, and um, yes, it does 
help get [students] interested. They do different field trips to different universities, and 
they also just sort of help mentor you and you make that transition from high school to 
college, and it was very beneficial. 
Lawrence reiterates the actions that keep the goal of obtaining a college degree forefront for 
students served by these federal programs. The Federal Trio programs identifies challenges for 
college students deemed at-risk and provides support for their college persistence. Transitional 
tensions experienced by rural Appalachian students as reported by Carter and Robinson (2002) 
are attributed to a gap in knowledge of college preparation by low income, first-generation 
college students. The lack of knowledge about college applications, including scholarship 
opportunities, is a major contributor to lower expectations of going to college by students who 
may believe the high costs of college are too great a barrier to overcome.  
And not all participants were as lucky as Lawrence in having this extra layer of support 
regarding preparation for the financial aspects of college. Indeed, some of the research 
participants explained their experiences with limited help for college applications. Patricia shared 
her issues with the FAFSA application: 
 No. Um, I don’t think [high school] really pre-prepared us very well. [High school 
counselors] would have like days where we could like-we would sit in like the library or 
whatever with our counselors or, um, but it was like very hard to get any like one on one 
time with them because they were like not very often in their office or some of them 
don’t seem very like…I don’t want to say clueless ‘cause that’s a mean word but like 
clueless about the process and, you know, like this day and age and, um, so whenever like 
I was starting to apply or when I had to fill out a FAFSA…that is terrible because it’s like 
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I don’t, like I’m not trying to lie on it but I have no idea what I’m putting…so I filled out 
my FAFSA’s on my own and everything and my college application I did on my own 
here and so. 
Patricia’s sense of self-efficacy was revealed in her determination to overcome the barrier of the 
college admission process by taking on the challenge and completing her application on her own. 
Her inexperience shows that she had “no idea what I’m putting” on the FAFSA form, but her 
self-will to get these forms completed and turned in also highlights the lack of guidance she 
needed from the high school counselor. She knew she was doing something which she had no 
experience, but also understood the importance of taking the opportunity to go to college, albeit 
on her own. Another participant, Amanda, revealed her distress over the lack of high school help 
and turned to a family member for guidance: 
 As a first-generation college student, I felt like there were a lot of difficulties going into 
it. I didn’t have my mom to talk about the college application process. I relied on my 
counselors a lot for that and for teachers such as my history teacher. And some former 
friends who had already graduated, you know. It was a really big thing to me because I 
felt like if I messed up, that it would mess up the rest of my life, the trajectory that I was 
trying to go for…the [high school counselor] did offer, there is this lady that they gave us 
a phone number for that she would help us do our FAFSA, but my aunt, she, um, is a 
CPA and does taxes and stuff, so [my aunt] has helped me with my FAFSA…since 
becoming a first generation college student, actually getting into college, um, there have 
been other difficulties that I’ve had to, you know, such as my FAFSA doing stuff like 
that. Um, and so now my sister, um, is in college, she goes to UGA. And, uh, everything 
that I have learned I have been able to help her out with and it’s just been so easy, so 
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much easier transition for her in that aspect that, um, I did kind of wish my mom or dad 
had went to a four-year, um, college just so I could have had that with them. Um, but, 
um, I’m really blessed with how it turned out. Being a first college generation student. 
Um, I don’t think I would change it. 
Amanda self-identified as a first-generation college student, and her mom did not attend college 
and could not help with the college application process. Amanda’s mom should not be thought of 
as not being there for her, as she had her own career; however, she did not have the experience of 
applying for college, and thus Amanda appealed to her aunt and former friends for help. She 
understood these steps were significant as she “didn’t want to mess up the rest of my life.” In 
turn, Amanda was able to guide her sister in her transition to college, which Amanda recounted 
as being happy to be in a situation where she could provide help given her newfound knowledge 
and experience. The social capital of the family unit as described by Dyk and Wilson (1999) 
helps to explain how families work to support their youth’s educational goals, and in turn 
siblings share their new knowledge with each other to provide guidance in college applications. 
 As the Scholars described support from their families, while encouraging, such support 
could only provide limited help with completing college forms. The College Board & Advocacy 
Center (2011) noted that families welcome the support from high school counselors. However, as 
in Amanda’s and Patricia’s experience, they had to turn to others outside of the normal 
expectancy of high school counselor help to get the financial aid application completed. The 
College Board recommends that secondary schools provide additional support for school 
counselor efforts in reaching lower-income parents and students, and in anticipation that high 
school cannot always meet these recommendations, colleges might be better served by creating 
outreach programs to initiate early help with applications for admission and financial aid.  
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In defense of high school counselors, their jobs hold other responsibilities and are 
typically assigned a variety of duties in addition to providing academic guidance to college-
bound students. Hurwitz & Howell’s (2013) study about the impact of high school counselors on 
college enrollment affirmed that high school counselors need additional support, as their efforts 
cannot keep up with the demand of college application help for admissions and financial aid. As 
revealed by the BRS, help came in the form of outside resources to complete complex college 
applications or participants relied on their own personal efforts to complete forms. Although 
Bandura (1982) noted that students in a lower social status can experience a lower self-efficacy, 
BRS students consistently proved their high rate of self-efficacy in either relying on themselves 
or finding resources to complete college forms. Students that seek help show a resilience and 
determination to create their path to transition from high school to college, even if not on an even 
playing field due to lower family incomes than other students. As previously noted, the habitus 
of how education operates is based on a middle class “normal” and remains somewhat exclusive 
of other levels of SES. Even with self-determination, it is often not enough, and this shows us 
that programs like BRS are needed in order to catalyze change. 
 Sandy Ott described the outreach to high schools by the UNG Blue Ridge Enrollment 
Management staff as providing information sessions to high school counselors and 
administrators. These sessions include information about the BRS program along with course 
offerings at Blue Ridge. The high schools, in turn, help identify students who can benefit from 
the Scholars’ program, especially with the transition to college and coursework by providing an 
atmosphere similar to high school. This outreach to students in the local area high schools is part 
of the effort made by UNG to support students in the Appalachian region, and these initiatives 
garner a higher enrollment at the Blue Ridge campus. The efforts by Ott and UNG staff bring 
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additional resources to local students to help with the process of attending college, and those 
interested in the BRS program begin their pathway in higher education. However, Dr. Price 
described that the high schools had mistakenly believed the program was a type of honors 
program. Hence, the misperception led to time spent singling out the top ten percent of students, 
and this error may be due to the habitus of education in that students, as part of the middle-class 
pool were assumed to be qualified for the BRS program. The unintentional positive outcome 
from this misconception is that the BRS program is now being introduced to middle school 
students as part of presenting college resources early on. 
Transition Anxiety over Beginning College: The “Big Giant Monster”  
 The history of Appalachia represents the hardship of limited educational opportunities for 
rural students. The past actions of self-serving leaders, corporate greed, and lack of government 
support created adversity for Appalachian students. The historical grassroots leadership to 
promote education within the Appalachian region led to the creation of more educational 
opportunities for past students, as leaders such as founders Petit and Stone of the Hindman 
Settlement school paved the way by providing a foundation for educational opportunity. Their 
historical leadership to break barriers to education through their belief that students deserve 
opportunity to advance their education has become a new normal for current-day students. As the 
BRS transition to the UNG Blue Ridge campus, their perceptions of college are similar to many 
new college students—those from both underrepresented backgrounds and those from dominant 
culture. Yet these fears can be exacerbated for underrepresented students and can more easily 




I was nervous. My family knew I was nervous. It’s just a bunch of anxiety ‘cause, you 
know, for me I put a lot of pressure on myself to perform well. So, I was like, “I gotta get 
all…I gotta succeed, I gotta…oh god, what am I gonna do?” It’s just extremely nerve-
wracking. But when I got there, I mean, I have a very, like lively personality…I was very 
lively, energetic [the] first day…excited to be around all the students, but also excited to 
learn. But in the back of my mind, I was, like, definitely nervous. I was like, “Oh my 
gosh, I gotta make a good impression, I have to do my best,” which, you know, you 
should always do your best. But I was like, college is this big giant monster that I don’t 
think I’ll be able to overcome. But thanks to the Blue Ridge Scholars program, I did. 
Michael still experienced fear despite the fact that he was in a more privileged position as a non-
first-generation college student. Additionally, Michael attended a private high school where it’s 
likely that the majority of students shared a similar goal of going to college. Yet Michael’s 
description of the unknown next step of college still created anxiety regardless of the location of 
his high school, which is not part of the Appalachian Region, and in fact, he describes his 
hometown as “not impoverished.” He revealed that he was excited to attend college and 
overwhelmed at the same prospect. However, once a BRS, he believed he could overcome his 
anxiety. Michael found the social transition he experienced had improved due to the BRS 
program. This reiterates that the support found in the program attributes to easing the tension of 
transition.  
For the other BRS study participants, their experiences in high school were not as 
privileged, and have even more anxiety. Some scholars’ experiences include anxiety over leaving 
family, as Emily described: 
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Um, I think, especially me then, I was very, like, anxious about, um, just going away 
from my parents and being away, and ‘cause I never been away from anyone but my 
family, and coming from such a , such as small place, I just wasn’t ready to, like, take 
that next step of, “Oh, I’m away from my family, I’m around all these people.” My first 
day of college, I remember being so nervous.  
Anxiety over leaving the familiar routine of family and home life and entering into a new 
situation is a change described by Wilson et al. (2018). Students are expecting a change in 
academic performance while adjusting to a simultaneous change in their personal lives, which 
can create a challenging adjustment. As we see, the narratives about Appalachian students have a 
certain acceptance by the students, and change can create anxiety over how they are told to feel 
versus how they truly feel. However, the Blue Ridge campus is a small campus, created 
specifically to ease transitions issues by the design of close classrooms and close faculty and 
staff who are readily available to students. Emily’s reference to place aligns with place-identity 
created by her social and cultural experiences from family, secondary school, and her new place 
as a BR Scholar (Proshansky, Fabian, and Kaminoff, 1983). Place-identity is further emphasized 
as scholars revealed familiar similarities of high school and former friends found upon 
experiencing college at Blue Ridge that helped them with transition. As we see, Patricia’s 
experience caused a lesser degree of anxiety as she found the smaller Blue Ridge campus 
favorable: 
Um, I felt better about [transition] since I was coming here to the Blue Ridge campus 
‘cause I knew it was smaller, um, I knew that I was still gonna kind of feel like high 
school even though it was college. Um, so I felt better about it then. I think that’s the 
main reason why I didn’t move off to go to a larger campus was because I didn’t…my 
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anxiety was so bad about living like in a dorm or with a bunch of people I didn’t know or 
anything like that . So, I think that’s why I really chose the Blue Ridge campus was just 
because it seemed familiar to me. 
The familiarity Patricia found at the smaller Blue Ridge campus with the high school-like 
atmosphere and availability of support eased transition issues. Additional support through more 
interpersonal outreach by the faculty and staff at Blue Ridge had made a major impact, as Dr. 
Price described how they try to help students with anxiety. He shared a story of how the students 
in the cohort approached him with the news that a student was about to withdraw from school, 
and he was able to intervene, to encourage the student to remain. The students at Blue Ridge 
discussed the development of strong relationships with faculty and staff and had confidence that 
Dr. Price would act. As we see with the BRS participants, the anticipation of leaving the known 
and venturing into the unknown connects with transitional changes as described by Schlossberg 
(2011 in that transition or change takes time to adjust because life experiences are changed. It 
helps, though, to make the unknown more familiar, so to speak, which is what the Blue Ridge 
campus was able to accomplish. The perceptions of the BRS delve further into how the BRS 
program affects transitions to college as they describe their experiences. 
Dual difficulty of transitioning to college level workload and working. In terms of 
additional obstacles, many first-generation and low-income students face barriers in regard to 
balancing workload while in college. This is true for students who must have jobs while in 
college, and in terms of balancing those jobs with academics. Patricia described the transition of 
workload from high school to college as difficult and starkly described the reality of high school 
administrators’ goal to increase graduation: 
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Um, and at the workload, um, ‘cause I, I was in the Scholars program but then I was also, 
um working you know, multiple jobs and then I had the workload too. I definitely was 
not prepared for all of that and I think that was the big thing. Um, because with high 
school I had always just flew right through. Like I never had to pick up a book, I made 
straight A’s, like there was-never took home homework because I always did it at lunch, 
that kind of think and then whenever I have assignments that take me two, three hours 
like that I was surprised about. Um, and also because you always hear like, “Oh college is 
the best years of your life” and I did not feel that way, because I did stay at home, I didn’t 
go like, on campus and so it was just, um, um, compared to high school it was like a very 
big change for me. I actually had to pick up the books and read them, so. I feel [high 
school’s] overall push was just to get people graduated. 
Patricia described differing factions of high school, and as previous noted, her experience reveals 
feelings of marginality and mattering (Schlossberg, 1989) as her high school concentrated on 
their graduation rates instead of a promotion of post-secondary education. Different groups of 
students were seen on different social levels; on the one hand, the high school worked on issues 
with students that may be at risk to complete high school, while on the other hand, the high 
school helped certain groups with dual enrollment opportunity as noted previously. Patricia was 
obviously a student not in danger of graduating high school, yet she was not part of the social 
group of students who gained selective information about opportunities. She was basically 
ignored due to her mainstream position of students that either provided little trouble or were not 
part of elite groups of students. Thankfully, her determination or self-efficacy brought her to the 
position of going to college, regardless of the fact that she worked multiple jobs. Students who 
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work while keeping up with college classes are not afforded the same luxury of students who are 
more financially secure.  
Success in College 
BRS Program and the Transition to College 
As seen, success in college can be greatly impacted through financial assistance and 
assistance with the logistics; however, there are other aspects of student support that are equally 
as valuable. Theories about student retention and persistence by Tinto (1999, 2012) and Astin 
(1984) previously mentioned provide useful tools to institutions to help students complete 
college. Tools for student persistence include student affairs programs focused on student 
engagement, such as service-learning involvement or other activities to enhance their campus 
experience. The participants revealed how the BRS program supported their transition issues. 
Michael, who provided the “Big Giant Monster” description, indicated he gained courage by 
being an engaged scholar: 
If I were to have gone strictly straight to the [UNG] Dahlonega campus, I’m sure I 
would’ve adapted, but it would’ve been a, probably a lot slower pace. It wouldn’t have 
been as quick…I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to participate in a lot of [Blue Ridge 
Scholar] events. The service learning aspect of the program, of course. Like the 
leadership abilities that I was, that I was able to build in myself, my character. I don’t 
even know, like I can’t even begin to think…what my life would be like if I wasn’t on the 
Blue Ridge campus for the first year, instead of just coming [to UNG Dahlonega]. Uh, 
I’m sure…that little fish in the big pond syndrome might kick in…It was one of the 
biggest growth periods in my life when I was in the Blue Ridge Scholars program…it’s 
just like a timeline of important-important events in my life and just me growing as a 
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young adult. And it really helped-helped grow my personality, my character. It gave me 
skills, interpersonal skills, that I otherwise didn’t really help grow in high school. That’s 
a big one, too, is just the ability to speak in front of crowds or the ability to just share 
one’s opinions about some things that you otherwise wouldn’t. And I probably wouldn’t 
be talking to you if it wasn’t for the Blue Ridge Scholars program just giving me amount 
of information and like, kind of courage it builds in you. 
Michael’s feelings of mattering, a description of circumstance as described by Schlossberg 
(1989), were enhanced by his BRS experience, and he overcame the anxiety and fear he 
described in a previous section. His challenge was the initial fear of change, yet his college 
experience with BRS helped him to leave behind his fear and anxiety of the “Big Giant 
Monster.” His description of “biggest growth period in my life” is a classic example of how a 
person with less confidence can face an unknown future and become that person he looked up to. 
Michael gained courage and, as he tells at a later point, became a mentor to help others overcome 
their fears. The BRS program is designed to provide greater support academically and, as the 
story was shared about faculty intervention to save a student from leaving school, emphasizes 
faculty commitment to the Scholars. This powerful resource provided by BRS program reveals 
the importance faculty and staff place on student success. Michael attributes his experience at the 
Blue Ridge campus to his successful first years of college and believes beginning at a larger 
campus like UNG Dahlonega would have been a more difficult start.  
 As part of the preliminary steps of recruiting for the BRS program, Blue Ridge 
administrators conduct interviews with interested high school seniors. At the point of interviews, 
the students have not yet been chosen to participate, and this interaction’s purpose is to speak 
with the students and tell them about the program. This step should help to alleviate some 
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transition issues and garner their interest in the program. As Dr. Price puts it, “no one has to be 
in, but the students who want to pursue it. And then we, we make sure that they have a good idea 
about what they've gotten themselves into.” The proposition of becoming a BRS provides 
information and support for the students as an impactful method to help with transition. 
 Amanda spoke of a support system, which helped to alleviate any feelings of marginality 
as described by Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering: 
And so, the first day of class walked in, saw familiar faces, you know, that kind of eased 
some of my nervousness. And we’d met the professors ‘cause they all joined us here 
when we went through that whole introduction phase. And um, I was just thinking like, 
wow, this doesn’t feel like college because I’m here in my hometown. Um, the place 
where they have it at the original campuses, I know they’re building a new one. Um, 
that’s where they have stores that I had been in before. And it was just kinda really weird 
because it’s a two classroom kinda deal set up, you know, and it doesn’t, it didn’t really 
feel like a college. Like I didn’t feel that pressure of like the big buildings and the parking 
lots and stuff like that. So, um, I, I really did enjoy my first day. I didn’t get lost going to 
class ‘cause can’t get lost and um, knew the professors and my classmates. So it was, it 
was really nice first day…being there at home for my first year, um, helps so much with 
the transition process because I got to fall back on my support system while getting used 
to the college level academics and, uh, getting used to professors and how that whole 
system was going to work. And, um, I, I wouldn’t change it, because a lot of people who 
went off came back for the spring semester and, uh, transferred to UNG Blue Ridge. A 
lot of the same people who said, “If I never get out, I’m never going to.” 
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Carter and Robinson (2002) described Appalachian students as having trouble with transitioning 
from a small hometown to a larger space such as a college campus. The students can be 
overwhelmed with navigating large campuses to the point of feeling lost as they are unfamiliar 
with the new place. Amanda describes her BRS experience as one that prepared her for the next 
level of education transition and points out that she did not have to deal with a large new campus 
for her first year of college. She found a comfort in finding familiar people in a small space. The 
plan by UNG to mimic a high school atmosphere, which by default included some high school 
classmates, eased the transition to a familiar environment. She describes how the campus did not 
feel like college, with no overwhelming barriers that could lead to an uneasy beginning. 
Although her friends wanted to leave the area to “get out,” Amanda felt she made the right 
decision for her start to college. Amanda’s description of familiarity brings to the surface a sub-
rooted feeling of place, as found in research by Proshansky et al. (1983). Their research 
described place-identity as comprised of familiar concepts that a person identifies with, thereby 
finding familiar experiences of the past to connect to new experiences as a form of 
reinforcement. Proshansky et al. (1983) identified these connections that are carried within a 
person’s knowledge of familiarity. Amanda found familiar faces in a new classroom in a new 
school which was located in her hometown. These familiar people and places helped with 
Amanda’s transition as a reinforcement of her own comfortable space in a new place. The BRS 
program provided those resources that impacted Amanda’s transition and she had support “to fall 
back on” during this process. This place identity concept helps explain that this generation of 
Blue Ridge Scholars is connecting new ideas to an old place, thus changing the way education is 
seen in this area. They are reinforcing the importance of education in the Appalachian region. 
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In contrast to Amanda’s enjoyment of her first day in college, Patricia, with nervous 
misgivings, welcomed the orientation program she participated in, which helped her meet other 
scholars who would be in her classes: 
I was so nervous and just didn’t know what to expect or who was gonna be in my classes 
but at the same time too, um, since I’m in the scholarship program or was, um, we had an 
orientation beforehand so we already knew everyone in our classes. So, that was like 
really helpful too, um, and we knew a couple of our professors already thanks to that, um, 
‘cause we had spent the whole weekend with everyone just getting to know each other 
and just kind of doing some team building. Um, I think that the Scholars program did 
help me to continue on, um, especially in my first year because like that first year is 
rough. Um, and so I think it definitely helped me realize like, okay, I’m not the only one 
going through this. Like, I’m not the only one feeling this way. Um, I think I would still 
be in college with or without the Scholars program, um, but I definitely think it helped 
me out in that first year, and, um, you know, keeping my GPA up and everything like that 
and even like, I, I made friends and through that, um, I have classes this semester with 
two other scholars in two separate classes, you know? But it’s nice because then I can 
text them and even now I’ll text them and be like, “Hey, do you know what’s going on in 
this class?” And they’re like “Oh yeah, blah, blah, blah,” so that’s helpful. 
Although Patricia was nervous at the thought of going to college, she stated that the support from 
the Blue Ridge administrators and faculty “helped her out” and she maintained her relationships 
with other scholars who moved on to the Dahlonega campus as she describes her former cohort’s 
continued support. Patricia’s move to college provided her with the insight that she was on an 
even playing field with other Scholars; she was part of a group of students in a program that 
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provided extra support which she did not experience in high school. Her student status improved 
by being a Scholar and the program continued to help her move to another campus by instilling 
her in an awareness that “I’m not the only one going through this.” Whereas she felt a sense of 
isolation in high school, the BRS program helped her personally as she found a common ground 
with her former BRS friends. Schlossberg (1989) explained that mattering develops a student’s 
self-confidence in their belief that others at campus in classes value her presence in the sharing 
of their thoughts and ideas about coursework. Patricia did not feel alone as she made friends with 
people in her cohort and could still connect beyond the time spent as a Scholar. Ott described the 
success of the BRS cohort model: 
So, the students are, would be, they're, coming into a large class with say 300 students 
would be a totally foreign experience for the students from rural North Georgia. So, the 
Scholars Program provides an, a transition and the support services that are in place for 
the, the scholars from the academic success coach to the building relationships with the 
faculty, the faculty mentoring program, the cohort model, it provides them with resources 
and just caring professionals who truly want to see these students succeed. And to make 
that possible. 
As seen in the Scholars’ comments, the BRS program indeed helped to ease their transition, thus 
fulfilling the goal as described by Ott. The idea of a small class size, having Scholars take all 
their classes together, and having support through an academic success coach are all planned 
actions by the institution to help students persist. Carter and Robinson (2002) reiterated the 
importance of social integration for rural, Appalachian students by adding necessary constructs 
such as enhancing educational opportunities with academic support and scholarship 
opportunities. Ott described that Scholars have scholarships available through the UNG 
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Foundation with the Georgia Mountain Opportunity Scholarship, which helps to alleviate 
financial concerns of students at Blue Ridge. 
The introduction to new classmates to enhance social integration is described by 
Lawrence as he echoed the plus side of orientation that helped him with transition to college: 
Um, I’m, have enjoyed in the Scholars program how, um, when we first came here on the 
first few days that we were here, we actually ended up going to the Dahlonega campus 
and staying there overnight, as sort of like an orientation just, just to sort of get you 
prepared and see what it’s like to live in the dorms, because they realize that this is really 
only about a two year school at the moment. I mean, that probably will change with the 
bigger campus being built this upcoming year, but it was good for them to sort of get us 
used to being dorms, so that way when we transferred over it would be a little bit easier 
transition. And it was to be able to spend the night over there, and then we stayed there 
for two or three nights. So, we sort of got to know, um, people in our Scholars group that 
we were gonna be a part of for the next year. It was just sort of a nice transition to get to 
know them even more before we started our classes during the overnight orientation. And 
I do feel that’s a big thing for the Scholars’ program, and I feel that it does get you well-
adjusted to the people that you’re gonna be around. 
As Lawrence echoed the similar experiences of other Scholars, he reiterates that the support from 
the orientation session helped him through the transition from high school to college. The 
orientation experience included overnight stays in the dorms on the Dahlonega campus to help 
the scholars with the future transition to another campus as the Blue Ridge courses are limited to 
the first couple of years. Tinto (1993) affirmed that the early period of college is critical to 
student persistence. Students must transition into a new normal and a separation from their 
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known social connections. This new normal contains a greater challenge academically in 
addition to a new place. Orientation is an introduction to this new reality, and meeting others in 
the same situation of beginning an unfamiliar change, while also being from the same 
geographical region, helps to make transition easier.  
 The layout of the Blue Ridge campus with availability to faculty and staff is an attractive 
choice for students. Emily describes the benefit of having a local campus: 
So, the Blue Ridge campus definitely was, like, the best, like step for me to take to get 
prepared to move to Dahlonega [campus] and Gainesville [campus]. Um, my first day of 
college, I remember being so nervous. Um, actually, everyone was, like, very welcoming. 
Um, I knew a lot of people that were in my classes from high school. So that was a good 
thing. It was very welcoming. Um, even the teachers. Um, [I] automatically had a good 
connection with them, so. Where the students went and studied was the same place where 
the teachers, like, where the conference room was. So, there’s only one big conference 
room. So, I would be in there, like some teachers would be on the other side, like, doing 
their work and stuff. So, if I had any questions, they were automatically right there. I 
mean, you still didn’t have that privacy, but at the same time, like, looking at the positive 
side of things, it was very easy to get help from that one-on-one perspective besides, like 
having to email your professor and go, like, set up an appointment with them. So, having 
them, like in the same area as you was, definitely a, a big benefit. 
The Scholars found the BRS program provided a familiar space where they could thrive as new 
college students. Transition issues are eased with the close proximity of faculty and staff and 
their availability to students. Ott reiterated that the BRS program “definitely bridges the gap for 
many students.” The academic coaching and intense advising support offered to the scholars on a 
 94 
 
small campus is very convenient as described by the participants. The one-on-one perspective 
goes beyond the theories represented for institutional action and engagement, as programs led by 
student affairs are group-oriented with an overarching goal of student persistence.  
BRS and Interpersonal Support 
 As Astin (1984) described institutional policy as an important component of student 
involvement, UNG’s BRS program’s success is dependent upon the relationship interaction 
between the faculty, staff, and students. Student success is enhanced by both student-teacher and 
peer-to-peer relationships (Tinto, 2012). Michael described how the Blue Ridge Scholars 
Program and the campus in general promoted those student/teacher relationships in the following 
quotation: 
Everyone, someone knows everyone, so even the professors that you don’t know you 
know, so you can walk up and start talking to ‘em and they’re very nice. They’re very 
friendly…In the Scholars program, I knew every single one of my professors by name. 
We would talk outside of class, inside of class, email back and forth. And they were also 
involved with the service learning aspects, so we’d talk about how we would need to gear 
that program to have the best impact on this, on the, un, area we were going in that day, 
or the student we were tea-talking to that day, or like, the different event we were 
hosting. So, we needed to orchestrate-orchestrate our efforts and communicate with our 
professors. So, it was a much more personal level, at least for a majority of my professors 
in college. So it’s – it’s more interpersonal and more connected and I felt like the 
interpersonal and connectivity of the program and of the relationships I was able to 
develop on the Blue Ridge campus aided in my, aided in my educational development 
more. ‘Cause I was able to actually get the information I needed to and feel like someone 
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was there, someone was there responding who actually cared. So, inspired me to do 
better, if that makes, if that makes sense a little bit. 
As seen above, Michael emphasized the significance of interpersonal relationships and feeling 
“connected” to one’s professors. He recognized, as well, the impact of this on “educational 
development.” Just having someone who cares, he noted, inspired him to succeed. If students 
know that someone cares about them, they will strive not to disappoint that individual. Ott’s 
comments as already stated reiterate the importance of having someone who cares. And we hope 
that this drive eventually turns into self-confidence and self-efficacy. As Schlossberg (1989) 
noted, students need to be needed, and being involved with faculty and the BRS peers creates a 
greater sense of self-worth, which in turns creates a greater sense of self-confidence and self-
efficacy. This creation of community represents a sense of place where a student belongs, which 
is the goal of student affairs administrators at any college and in particular to BRS, and helps 
turn the goal of easing transition issues into a reality. Patricia makes a similar comment when she 
says the following:  
I think that the Blue Ridge instructors just care. Um, not to say that none of my high 
school teachers didn’t care. I definitely had some that really did, but then some that really 
didn’t. Um, but the Blue Ridge instructors they all care about like how you’re gonna 
succeed and, um, you know that you’re doing okay, that you’re mentally and emotionally 
okay as well as ed-as well as educationally. Um, I think that’s like probably one of the 
biggest differences. I mean I could go to any of those professors, even today, and talk to 
them about what’s going on in my schooling or-and they would care and they would 
listen and they would take time out of their day to go through that with me. 
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Patricia, through her interviews, revealed the problematic issues from high school; she felt as 
though no one cared enough to provide help when she needed help to transition to college. 
Patricia noted the difference in her high school experience versus the BRS experience in that 
“BRS instructors just care.” Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering again 
becomes a key to institutional action to give students the confidence needed to be successful in 
college. As previously noted, Rosenburg and McCullough (1981) described the need for students 
to feel like they matter, thus increasing the student’s perception of being valued. Michael said the 
attention he received as a scholar “inspired me to do better.” Dr. Price added, “They have close 
friends in the program and faculty mentors and an academic coach—we’re looking in on them.” 
The Scholars point to this support as a major resource for their success, academically and 
personally. 
Lawrence also describes the support provided by professors, but he took this a step 
further by discussing those peer-to-peer interactions, as well, in the following quotation:  
Um, just the support that you get from everybody in the group, who’s all, you know, is 
trying to make it through college with you. And then also, um, in the scholars, everybody 
is assigned like, an advisor, and it’s the teachers that you have throughout the semester 
which is helpful, since you get to know them in class, and then you also sort of get to 
know them outside of class to an extent as well, with you doing all the projects. 
As seen here, the small setting helps students to create bonds with one another too, and in the 
end, these relationships make the campus have the feel of a college family, another theme echoed 
by several scholars. Dr. Price described BRS cohorts as developing close friendships with their 
peers. Amanda emphasized that the Blue Ridge campus creates a bond with everyone involved, 
stating the following:  
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Being [at the Blue Ridge campus] for my first year, helps so much with the transition 
process because I got to fall back on my support systems while getting used to the college 
level academics and getting used to the professors and how that whole system was going 
to work…I love every single person there…and, um, Blue Ridge, there was still some of 
that high school feel. Um, because you did get to know the professors, you could kind of 
email them and be like, “Hey,” you know, and they would understand. 
Continuing with Schlossberg’s (1989) theory, feeling marginalized was not an issue for students 
who came to know each other either previously in high school or from the orientation. The 
Scholars’ shared theme of the support provided through the BRS program reveals the 
significance of effect on their college initiation. For scholars, the campus atmosphere relating to 
high school, the availability of help from faculty and staff with coursework or advising, and the 
interpersonal interactions at the Blue Ridge campus made their transition to college easier. Tinto 
(1993) wrote that the building of social skills during the transitional period, the adjustment to a 
greater academic challenge, and the guidance by institutional administrators for the safety and 
well-being of the new student is essential encouragement for students to stay in college. Tinto 
(2012) described interaction and support between the college faculty and staff and the new 
student community as being vital to student success. These resources are the key actions by UNG 
to promote college persistence and success. 
Student Engagement via Service-Learning 
 Tinto (1993, 1999, 2012) and Astin (1984) provided theories of student engagement as a 
significant institutional action to involve students in campus life. The extra time spent on campus 
can create a sense of belonging as part of a group, a new community for the students. Tinto 
(1993) described early programs for student interaction as a key method to keep at-risk students 
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engaged from the beginning of their first year. The BRS program creates a cohort of students 
who take all their classes together and participate in the high impact practice (HIP) of service 
learning. Pearl and Price (2018), both original BRS faculty, described the elements of the 
program as a first-year experience with a service-learning community. Each cohort had a project 
they worked on as a group, and the projects varied as the participants may have been in different 
cohorts. According to Dr. Price, UNG at Blue Ridge works with the Fannin County Family 
Connection program to design service-learning topics that represent the needs of the local 
community. Due to Fannin County’s high rates of drug abuse, poverty, and illiteracy, service-
learning opportunities for these community issues were incorporated into the BRS leadership 
classes. The leadership class introduces the Scholars to places within community, requiring time 
spent together outside of campus. The Scholars then have to adjust their schedules to make time 
for this project, which can be difficult as a working student has to juggle extra schoolwork with 
job responsibilities. 
For many scholars, the service-learning program was an eye-opening experience, albeit 
one that kept them very busy. In fact, while noted for being worthwhile projects, the workload 
and a sense of being overwhelmed was another common theme. Some Scholars talked about 
benefits of the leadership class and the service-learning project; however, some described their 
struggle with the extra time spent on the project and keeping up with their classes and/or jobs. 
Patricia recounts their project on local poverty and the late nights she spent:  
 [Service learning] was intense to say the least. Um, so our, um, project, we broke it into 
groups and then we all kind of came together for the presentation and so it was really 
hard, um, towards the end, um, ‘cause like my group decided to do a video but then they 
had m edit the whole video and then they decided they didn’t like the video. So, then we 
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scraped the whole presentation. Um, so, I was like waiting to get everyone’s stuff and 
trying to scramble around and get it all and put it on a flash drive and, um, it was a lot. It 
was a lot more than I expected to be…it’s not just sitting in a class for 45 minutes once a 
week. It’s you’ve got to do things outside of class, you’ve got to interview people, you’ve 
got to put together this project, and, you know, you’re gonna spend some late nights on it. 
And then, on top of that, you’ve got to finish all your work for all your other classes. 
During this time, Patricia was working two jobs, and while she had to be organized to juggle 
work and school, it was difficult to apply more time to the project. Despite the workload, she 
described her experience with the project as “an eyeopener.” The project about poverty was 
shared with the community and Patricia pointed out that many at their presentation of the project 
seemed surprised at the local level of poverty: 
…poverty was our topic and so, um, what we had done is we had went and volunteered at 
the food pantry and then we had also, um, did a poverty simulation, um and that, um, was 
an eyeopener…a lot of people don’t realize that we do have so much poverty in Fannin 
County that, um, like it is a problem that we do need to work on and we do need to 
fix…people think that, um, if you, um, like if you have a job then you’re fine. But that’s 
not always the case. 
She believes that their project should be shared widely as people did not seem to realize the local 
significance of the issue. She emphasized the misconception that having a job solves financial 
issues but, as she puts it, “that’s not always the case.” The realization of local poverty issues 
developed a greater desire to share the information, which revealed the value Patricia placed in 
the project.  
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Like Patricia, Emily expressed similar feelings regarding workload with her cohort’s 
service-learning project about drug abuse, yet she feels the project was “awesome,” as seen in 
the following quotation:  
So, I feel like whenever I first went [to college] it was like an overload all at once 
because we were doing, um, like for example, in my math class, we had to do all the 
same work, plus like, all this other work has to do with, um, the community. Our, like, all 
this other work has to do with, um, the community. Our, like, theme for the community 
was, like, drugs and, um, like alcohol abuse and stuff like that within Blue Ridge and this 
side of the Appalachia because that is, like, a huge thing in that general area. So, I think if 
that was, I don’t know if they’ve changed it since then, but just that workload was just 
kind of a lot for my first semester coming into college. If the would’ve kind of, like, 
eased it into that within the second semester doing more of the work, I think that 
would’ve been a lot better. But I remember being, like, very overwhelmed at first. Um, I 
think that the community work was good. I remember, like, my experience with it was 
awesome. Like, just connecting with all the high school students. I think maybe 
connecting with maybe middle school students, too, would be a good thing because I 
know that a lot of middle school students, they’re going through so much at that point. 
And to like, have a positive influence to look up to and be like, “Oh,” like, “this person. 
They’re in college. They’re doing this,” will help them stay on the right track through 
high school, because it is sad, but a lot of people that I know of, and just from a personal 
experience, in that environment they start off their bad habits at a young age. It starts 
young and transfers into whenever you go into high school. So, I think maybe connecting 
with the younger students, too, would also be, like, really beneficial to the community. 
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Emily, like other Scholars, felt overwhelmed at the prospect of additional work away from 
campus. But as she described her experience, first emphasizing the extra work requirement for 
the community project, she had more to say about the project itself. Emily felt it important to 
first say it was time-consuming when the first semester of college is already stressful, but then 
turned to describing the project in detail, and in her description she also expressed the realization 
that she herself could be a good example for students. This sense of self-worth was enhanced 
with this project. Emily suggested that moving the project to the second semester of the BRS 
program would ease transition of college level coursework. However, Blue Ridge administrators 
believed in the value of student participation during the first semester, which falls in line with 
Tinto’s (2012) point that programs to engage students are valuable to keep the student in school. 
The level of civic awareness is beneficial to Emily as her words indicate that more needs to be 
done and would include younger students in middle schools to start early in drug use prevention 
efforts. Emily mentioned her personal experience with knowing that drug abuse or the 
environment that can introduce drugs to younger students. Sadly, early starts to drug abuse is 
something that needs attention and Emily, in her comments, felt the need to bring up this issue.  
 Lawrence and Amanda also highlighted the difficulty of learning to balance this project 
with the rest of their academic work; however, they also highlight the value of the project as a 
learning experience in helping them to understand more about their local communities and about 
skills needed to be successful in college. As Lawrence noted, he became aware of illiteracy 
issues that he did not recognize prior to the project:  
Um, you know, [service learning project] was a little stressful at first, but then after a 
while you just sort of get used to it, and you sort of realize, you know, what you need to 
do. And it’s not bad because you do have other students in there as well that are doing the 
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same thing that you are. So, you know, you can sort of try and help each other out with 
that. I do feel that that’s very important to do, because if you’re not out in the community 
you don’t get to see what all goes on, because I wouldn’t have known how low the 
literacy la-literacy rate was here. Um, it was a lot lower than what I would’ve thought, 
because I know so many kids go to school and everything here, it seems like. By just 
doing that, it sort of really opened my eyes. 
Lawrence pointed out the peer-to-peer relationship developed while working together on the 
service-learning project. The theme of building relationships concurrently runs through the 
Scholars interviews. A dual outcome of building relationships while working with the 
community, Scholars echo each other with their new awareness of the issues that local 
communities experience, shaping their knowledge of civic issues.  
Similarly, Amanda highlighted the difficulties of the workload required by the project, 
but she goes into further depth into the impact of the project on her views of the community’s 
poverty and food insecurity, as seen in the following quotation:  
So, the service learning project was really overwhelming when we first learned about it 
because we have these four college courses that we’re getting used to. And, um, we’re 
like, “Oh my gosh, how are we gonna fit all this in?” I mean, it was just like crazy. Um, 
they made it fit really well with our schedules in how they carved out time, because we 
also, in addition to four classes, we had to take a, um, it was on Wednesday, it was our 
leadership class with the scholars program. It would be on, uh, Mondays and Wednesdays 
right after our first class. And it would be in there for about 40 minutes. And it was solely 
based for the project and gaining leadership skills…it replaced my, uh, I didn’t have to 
take a speech class…and gaining firsthand experience for very insightful for me because 
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growing up in Fannin, I, I had never experienced the poverty side. I didn’t, that was not 
something I was accustomed to. And then seeing it firsthand, I mean, it just breaks your 
heart to see that there are people in your county who can’t even afford to buy their kids a 
birthday cake…I would’ve never known about…and, and they don’t really advertise [the 
food bank], I guess for students who are younger that there are, uh, support systems like 
that in the county. Uh, ‘cause I had no idea where it was. So, I knew that we had a food 
bank, but if somebody had asked me, I would have no idea where it was. And, um, so that 
was a great opportunity for me because I got to see that side of it and see our side of the 
county in that light. Um, which helped me with the project obviously, but it also helped 
me as a person to see that there is something that I can do to help people like that in our 
county…and I think getting education to people who are in poverty is the most important 
thing that we can do as a society…and if we can do that by getting people like me into a 
program who were in college, then we could get it to anybody, you know? 
Amanda begins with stating the project work was overwhelming and describes what her normal 
week was like for her first semester. To hear her describe her class schedule provided a good 
picture of what a first year college freshman experiences, along with the extra work for the 
community project. However, the insight she gained about her own personal growth along with 
her acknowledgement that education is vital to lift people out of poverty shows the influence of 
the service-learning project to the participants in this subject. Her statement “there is something I 
can do to help people like that” reveals the major impact she experienced during the project and 
her desire to want to educate people, as education is the key to help alleviate poverty. She 
described her plans to become a teacher and desires to help students with information for 
resources available to families: 
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So maybe if helping their families financially or with food that can help them with school 
because, um, as a future teacher, making sure that I get content across to my student is 
obviously my number one priority. But if those students don't have their basic needs met 
at home first, so food, clothes, water, I mean, basic necessities, you can't expect them to 
be able to come to school and worry about what is going on in the classroom. 
They have bigger worries at home. Like, where's my next meal gonna come from? Or 
how am I gonna be able to do homework online if we don't have WiFi, we can't afford it. 
And, um, I think this service learning project really opened my eyes to that and to help 
me, uh, in my future career. And, um, I think it did everybody in the program, even if 
they weren't going into education. I think any job that, um, learning opportunity was 
valuable. I mean, it's just, I, wouldn't, I wouldn't change anything. Even though it was a 
lot of stress at first. Adding that on. Um, I would do it again. 
Thus, the project actually impacted Amanda’s future choices in regard to college and academic 
success. As she also sums up, even though the project was taxing, it was worth it for the 
knowledge gleaned. Additionally, she now has more of an awareness that others matter, as 
Schlossberg (1989) emphasized. Amanda had to work more in this project than she expected, but 
what she gained from the project was far more valuable as this experience helped her as “a 
person to see that side of it” thus creating a deeper lesson learned. Kuh (2008) relates service-
learning as a method that develops a deep learning for students: 
Such an undergraduate experience deepens learning and brings one’s values and beliefs 
into awareness, it helps students develop the ability to take the measure of events and 
actions and put them in perspective. As a result, students better understand themselves in 
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relation to others and the larger world, and they acquire the intellectual tools and ethical 
grounding to act with a confidence for the betterment of the human condition. (p. 27)  
Michael also sees the project as helping to decide not only future academic choices but 
career decisions as well. Through his project, he actually discovers a love for mentoring and for 
“giving back,” as seen in the following quotation:  
The [service learning project] impacted me a lot because the poverty there is pretty-pretty 
extreme. So, it was a, it was a project that hit home. I mean, as you-you may know, we 
did a service learning project where we went into the schools and let the high school 
students know about the, like, severity of the poverty in that region. Kind of an 
awareness…and once I, once I did do a lot of the service learning and I helped the 
second-year scholars, it really gave me more of a passion to want to do this more for a 
profession, as opposed to just doing it just to do it as part of like, my educational 
requirements or, you know, just something I just wanted to do on the side…I just want to 
make sure that whatever I’m doing, I’m benefiting the whole as opposed to just taking 
away from it. 
… I had seen that wi- being with my grandparents a lot and just being involved and 
having a lot of friends up there [Fannin County]. So, I had seen, like, how terrible, like in 
regard to poverty it was, so I wanted to give back. That's always how my major's been, 
just to give back. So that's what drove me, was the service learning portion of it. And 
then the leadership qualities that it was offering. 
Michael plans to continue his path in helping others. He would like to work for a non-profit, and 
the political science aspect he learned while at Blue Ridge has given him a direction for civic 
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thinking. The tools he has gained by being a scholar has given him encouragement to fine-tune 
his desire to help and given him direction in planning for is future. 
Another success story was recounted by Sandy Ott about a BRS. During one of the 
literacy reading sessions at a local high school, the principal noticed one of the scholars as 
having been a former English is a Second Language (ESOL) student he taught in the second 
grade: 
She was one of my second graders in the school I taught at before I came to Fannin 
County. And I was her ESOL student. I taught her English when she came to, to live in 
the United States because she could not speak English. So, I was her English teacher 
when she first came here. And to see where that student was then and to have her in a 
classroom doing the same thing and reading to children, that is what education is all 
about. 
At the point of beginning college coursework, the leadership class involving the service-learning 
project created feelings of anxiety and awareness. Although the scholars lamented the additional 
workload to the point of being overwhelmed with the additional time spent with the community 
project, the scholars became focused on issues of the local community. Scholars experienced 
first-hand major life problems such as poverty, substance abuse, and illiteracy within the 
community. These descriptions became a reality with the service-learning project, creating a 
cognizance of understanding how people are affected with seemingly insurmountable problems. 
The community projects created a lasting impression with the scholars, as some spoke of paying 
it forward in their plans for the future. These decisions are described by Tinto (1999, 2012) as a 
student “buy-in” to find their place within the community as a civic-minded individual. 
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 The high impact educational practice of service-learning for the BRS, while 
overwhelming, was described as raising awareness of local community needs that for many 
scholars will not be forgotten. Many plan to continue community work in their future, whether it 
be their actual career path or volunteer work. Kuh (2008) described the positive actions for 
students by their engagement that increases their odds to complete college regardless of 
background. In fact, AAC&U President Schneider describes student success includes those who 
desire to incorporate civic duties in their future plans (AAC&U, 2011). Tinto (2012) highlighted 
the importance of service-learning not only as a high impact educational practice, but also as 
service-learning becomes more meaningful to the student than just a class. Students that engage 
in community projects such as the BRS can be impacted to such a degree that they become a life-
changing event. From the Scholars’ perspectives, each shared the impact of learning community 
issues, and as Tinto believed, students gained a greater purpose in their expressed desires to 
continue community involvement in the future. 
 The long history of Appalachia and the overarching poverty status of its people led to 
many efforts, albeit some becoming detrimental to the local communities. However, in the 
participant interviews an overall theme was simply that they didn’t realize the extent of 
community issues that still are in existence. A realization of SES is not new, as history reveals 
efforts by people to improve education, work conditions, and economic opportunities. The 
importance of providing a service-learning opportunity for the Scholars has created more than 
just an awareness of community issues but has stimulated a determination for Scholars to 
incorporate more civic minded actions in their future after college. Dr. Price describes outcomes 
from civic lessons learned by former Scholars and how their experiences help recruit new 
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students into the program. These actions represent civic minded actions and mentorship to 
others. 
Mentorship 
 Giving back to the community comes in many forms, but mentorship was one way in 
which this topic of “giving back” emerged. The scholars approached the subject of mentorship 
with a view of positivity to the point of wanting to become mentors themselves. For many of 
these students, mentorship started with their high-school teachers, and these are the individuals 
who encouraged the students to go to college.  
Lastly, other Blue Ridge Scholars saw the value in being mentored both before and then 
during BRS, and this impacted their own decisions to become mentors to incoming students from 
similar situations. This is evident in Michael’s quotations below:  
I was a member of the [Blue Ridge] Scholars program for a year and then a mentor to the 
second year of [the] Scholars program. During my time in the mentorship, I was able to 
help the freshman, incoming freshman Scholar students, just kind of adapt to college 
‘cause that’s what part of the program is, while also helping them adapt to the program, 
uh, just helping them with the service learning aspect of it as well. ‘Cause I know that’s 
kind of a speed bump some people have when getting into it who aren’t necessarily 
prepared for it, but most people kind of know what they ‘re getting into. But I was able to 
help them with the service learning and different as aspects of, you know, first year at 
college, yikes…[Part of the college community] and especially how the-the campus is set 
up…[Dr. Price,] he helps mentor me like what classes I should ch-classes should I choose 
and he’s actually really a big inspiration of why I chose my minor in political science. It’s 
‘cause that program, I was able to test out a lot of these core classes. And the professors 
 109 
 
were a lot, very passionate about their material and that passion kind of was imbued into 
me for some of the, uh, other courses like political science, for example. 
High school teachers are more nonchalant. They see more students seemingly every day 
that a lot they don’t care. Um, my history professor, he greatly influenced me in high 
school. He was kind of a mentor to me as well. He was my history/calculus, so he had a 
lot. He had a lot to teach on his plate. Um, but we’d have, we’d have, like we’d have 
lunch and he would tell me about this. He was a Harvard graduate as well. So, he would 
tell me how beneficial college is. And you’d hear it from across the board, high school, 
college. You’ve gotta to go college and that’s the next step. 
Michael spoke in reverent terms regarding his mentors, spending extra time with them. On the 
other hand, these people mentoring Michael also spent extra time. Their willingness to take 
personal time to help students in turn become demonstrative lessons in being interested in 
helping others. Michael described having lunch or getting coffee with people who mentored him 
and that influence only fueled the desire already within himself to begin his own mentorship to 
students new to the BRS program. Dr. Price described how mentors stay in touch with their 
students by having lunch or coffee, giving the student face-to-face time to have a more personal 
discussion. Ott described how former Scholars have become great recruiters for the program, as 
they are encouraged to participate in a panel of discussion provided to potential BR students. 
Michael helps students to adjust to their new college experience as they navigate their workload 
and find “kind of a speed bump some people have when getting into it who aren’t necessarily 
prepared for it.” Mentorship provides a great resource to the student, and the mentor must be 
prepared to absorb a student’s issue regardless of significance. Tinto (1993) described the 
responsibility of a mentor who should know how to handle problems that students need help 
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with. Astin (1984) highlighted in his theory of student involvement that students who have 
faculty mentors gain the benefit of a more interpersonal relationship. The participants mentioned 
high school teachers, employers, Blue Ridge instructors, and themselves serving as mentors to 
help students with the “speed bumps” as a representation of barriers to college.  
Transition to a Four-Year Campus 
  Institutional action, student engagement, and student campus involvement are the 
elements used by UNG to ease the transition from high school to college through the BRS 
program. However, the Blue Ridge campus is limited to courses for the first and second years of 
college and students must move to another campus to continue their education. This adds another 
layer of transition for students who already may have faced increased obstacles as first-
generation and limited-income students. When asked about the experience for those who are 
enrolled at UNG but now taking classes at another campus, some Scholars found the experience 
daunting at first. For many, moving from a small campus to a large campus can impact student-
teacher relationships, which are vital to student success (Tinto, 1993). This can impact not only 
how students receive academic information but also how engaged they are on campus and in 
school and whether they feel they matter on campus (Schlossberg, 1989). Indeed, Patricia 
described the differences she experienced when she transitioned to the Dahlonega campus: 
Um, [Dahlonega campus] was definitely bigger to say the least. Um, it’s um, you know, 
bigger and I, I got lost on the campus and like I had said I had first went to Gainesville 
[campus] before I went to Dahlonega [campus] for one class and, um, that, you know, I 
pretty much stay in the same buildings. They’re kind of the same. But, um, the professors 
are very different. Teaching styles are different. Um, you know [at Blue Ridge campus] 
you can say, you know, “Hey Dr. Price, Dr. Height” and they can here you. And, um, so, 
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um, that’s definitely like a change, like having to get used to office hours and, um, larger 
classes, and um, different areas…um…but it’s a little harder to, um, communicate with 
your professors whenever, um, you’re in that kind of situation and they’re not just 
walking around. And then I get into that class and it was so hard, and it was so hard to get 
ahold of the professor, it was hard to talk to him. Um, he was very rude. So, like you felt 
like you couldn’t go and talk to him and I think that was the most frustrated I’d been 
whenever, um, I was sitting in his class and I have no idea what’s going on but I feel like 
I can’t even go to him and talk to him about it or he’s um, going to look down upon me. 
Um, I think that was probably the most frustrated I have, um, been, especially with a 
professor, um, in my college career. 
Patricia’s experience with a frustrating professor is not unusual for any student. She refers to 
different teaching styles from one campus to another, different office hours for faculty, and 
differences in communication. These issues have not made transition easy for Patricia, but her 
other comments relate to the continued support by faculty at Blue Ridge in that she still seeks 
their guidance and that they are willing to give, to “take time in their day” to give her support. 
Patricia’s comments reveal that she believes she doesn’t matter to her new professors on her new 
campus; however, she can still go to her old professors because she is confident that she still 
matters to them. Dr. Price said during the interview that “once our students, they’re always our 
students. I’ve had some that have come to me with needing advice or wanting to talk.” As 
Patricia shows, students who are Blue Ridge Scholars can always “come home,” so to speak, and 
come back to that figurative space where they felt comfortable. Dr. Price also pointed out that 
former BRS do really well at other campuses, making the point of the BRS program helping with 
transitioning for their next level of coursework And, indeed, at the next level of campus and 
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coursework, Patricia still persists toward her goal of earning a college degree. She did not reveal 
any perception about withdrawing from school, but rather showed a determination to continue 
through a difficult class. 
 Similar to Patricia, Michael also discussed the difficult of student-teacher relationships on 
a larger campus. Michael enhanced his communication skills with the new instructors while 
facing a lack of interpersonal relationships: 
And I found that also, uh, on the Dahlonega campus as well [a personal level with 
professors]. Less so in the upper division classes for me, now that I’m getting into it, 
‘cause seems like more and more upper division professors aren’t as personally invested 
in their students. That’s – that’s my opinion. On the Blue Ridge campus, it’s a little bit 
different and at least, uh, a couple other classes, that I’ve had that are here going into 
fourth year just seems like upper division courses don’t really, they’re not as geared 
towards, you know, being personalized…it’s a little bit different [Dahlonega Campus]. 
You have to go out of your way to do it, but that’s it’s a bigger campus so that’s -that’s 
given why it’s like that. It – it’s more so the - the – the route of information, ‘cause unless 
I’m talking to a professor one-on-one, if I send an email to half my professors, they won’t 
get back to it between three or four days. And that’s just personally for me, experiences 
that I’ve had with certain professors. And that wasn’t like that on the Blue Ridge campus. 
I could email them and so-some of them, some of them I have their phone numbers and 
still do, we still communicate. When you have someone who’s you know wanting you to 
succeed as opposed to someone who’s just receiving your email and be like, “Yes, okay. 
Bye.” Like short responses, not really personal. I try to get, I try to get on a personal level 
with all the professors that I have, and so it’ll just seem like, I men, good people, all the 
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professors that I have. Some just seem like they-they don’t care as – as much as, at least 
the ones on Blue Ridge campus did when it came to my personal success. 
Like Patricia, Michael discussed how the professors seem less invested, which can impact a 
student’s engagement and feeling of mattering. The communication skills that Michael learned 
as a Scholar, though, helped him to transition to another campus. Additionally, the leadership 
skills he learned through the service-learning projects helped him gain confidence and was more 
able to handle a new campus and new professors. He mentioned how he tried to establish 
interpersonal relationships with the professors at the Dahlonega campus, and he described his 
success with his dealings with the new instructors due to the experience of being a BRS. The 
relationships created with Blue Ridge faculty has led to the Scholars’ increase in self-confidence 
as Schlossberg (1989) described how relationships between the teacher and the student can 
enhance positive feelings of self-worth, or that the student matters and should feel that they are 
important. 
In addition to student-teacher relationships, many students faced issues with finding an 
academic balance on a new campus, for the second time. For Emily, she describes both the 
difficulty with how her instructors viewed their students but also the difficulty with balancing the 
academic workload: 
Um, like I said, with the amount of schoolwork that we had at first, I think there are 
positive, positives and negatives with that because I’ve never had that much work since I 
left the Blue Ridge program, but it did make me, um, grateful for whenever I moved. 
Like, “Okay, I can balance all this stuff because I was able to go through that.” And it 
was tough, but once I moved, I did, like, start making a lot better grades. I made A’s in all 
my classes and just the transition was a lot easier after that, because I’d already went 
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through something that was kind of like, challenging at first. Because, I mean, college, 
your first semester, second semester, it’s still gonna be hard because you’re kinda in a 
different, um, like, schedule. You’re having harder classes and things like that. So, I think 
you can kind of look at the workload as a positive and negative. So, in the aspect of 
transferring, I think it was a positive. Because once I moved, I was able to balance all the 
things, plus I’m away from my family. I’m on my own now. So, transferring over to 
Dahlonega [campus] where there’s like 30 to 40 kids in one class, it’s kinda hard to have 
that one-on-one with the professor. So, I think transferring to Dahlonega, a lot of the 
teachers were just, um, PowerPoint teachers or, like, they lectured, and that was very hard 
for me to learn. But at Blue Ridge, they were like, “Okay, I know how my students learn, 
so I’m gonna teach them in the way that they’re able to learn.” 
Emily’s observation of a difference in pedagogy practices on different campuses emphasizes the 
BRS style of teaching versus regular college and how she benefited from the program. At the 
Guttman Community College (GCC), the basis for the development of the BRS program, the 
success of the student is enhanced by the environment created by the institution. GCC has 
created an environment of support, even nurturing students to promote success. Emily’s 
statement “teach them in the way that they’re able to learn” is simple, yet marks determination of 
the BRS administrators to provide a sound foundation for student achievement, which leads to a 
greater self-confidence for students to persist. At the same time, though, she did struggle to 
achieve balance in her workload, and in her perspective, actually moving away from home 
helped to balance her obligations. “I’m on my own,” as Emily describes indicates she found her 
own new place and she could balance her obligations with confidence. 
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 Lastly, several students discussed the anxiety that can be generated from a change from 
one familiar campus to a less-familiar one. Amanda described her adjustment as daunting; she 
became homesick and experienced anxiety: 
Um, [transferring to the Dahlonega campus] was very daunting. I, I do have to say, um, I 
was very nervous. Um, the first couple of weeks I was here, um, I’d get back to my 
apartment and I was so homesick. I mean, and it’s kind of ridiculous I guess, ‘cause I’m 
just an hour and 10 minutes away from home. But, um, it was, it was very hard for me for 
the first couple of weeks…So, transferring to the Dahlonega campus, um, I wasn’t really 
worried more about the academic process because I was used to that with Blue Ridge, the 
level, the pace. Um, here I was just worried about getting used to new advisor, not 
knowing them on a level that I had with the one at Blue Ridge. Um, parking was a huge 
thing. Um, it’s ridiculous here about the parking. Um, all the different buildings, uh, 
getting used to the professors that didn’t know me know what kind of student I was. Like 
the Blue, Blue Ridge professors who got to know me over the course of a year. 
A feeling of marginality arises when people are moved away from their comfortable place, and 
as Amanda described her feelings of being homesick, she maintained her confidence level of 
approaching academic coursework at the new campus. The Blue Ridge campus, as noted, is a set 
of rooms occupied by faculty, staff, and students. This setting helped her transition from high 
school to college, yet leaving that familiar place and entering into a new one at the Dahlonega 
campus was described by Amanda as daunting. However, the orientation program for the BRS 
provided an introduction to the Dahlonega campus, so the area was not entirely unfamiliar. 
Amanda experienced a dose of reality pertaining to leaving her family, her original campus, and 
her support by the faculty and staff at Blue Ridge. These factors align with the BRS supports that 
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helped Amanda transition to another campus as she overcame her early anxiety but still 
maintained the confidence to perform well academically. 
Astin’s (1984) model of student involvement maintains the key element for persistence. 
Students who have transferred to another campus may feel marginalized with a larger campus or 
larger body of students. Engagement in activities at a new campus is the method Astin described 
as important for students to have a buy-in and find their place in the new space. However, the 
participants lament the loss of the interpersonal relationships of the previous Blue Ridge 
instructors. Former Scholars understand and expect a change in campus relationships, and many 
keep in touch with their former instructors. The common theme of communication described by 
the participants is the most problematic element found at another campus. The almost instant 
responses by the Blue Ridge instructors to students have been replaced with students sending 
emails that may or may not have a response, or the instructor is slow to respond. The participants 
revealed some course work for upper-level classes seemed more difficult and paired with the 
slow response by instructors created a level of frustration. However, the experience gained by 
being in the BRS program plus being able to still connect with their former instructors helped 
with the transition as they felt confident in the support from their time at Blue Ridge. 
 The success of the BRS program is shown by the students that continue to another 
campus for their third and fourth years of coursework for degree completion. This young 
program has now produced a Fulbright Scholar as recent as April 2020. Sandy Ott shared the 
student’s gratitude for the BRS program’s major impact as a freshman. UNG is recognized as 
one of the top-producing universities for the Fulbright program, according to Devine (2019). The 
social theories, concerned with student persistence, guide institutions on how to engage students 
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to encourage college completion. While institutional action is significant, the achievement of 













A pace or two beyond my door 
Are highways racing east and west. 
I hear their busy traffic roar, 
Fleet tourist bound on far behests 
And monstrous mastodons of freight 
Passing in droves before my gate. 
The road would tow me far away 
To cities whose extended pull 
They have no choice but to convey; 
I name them great and wonderful  
And marvels of device and speed, 
But all unsuited to my need. 
 
My heart is native to the sky 
Where hills that are its only wall 
Stand up to judge its boundaries by; 
But where from roofs of iron fall 
Sheer perpendiculars of steel 
On streets that bruise the country heel. 
 
My heart’s contracted to a stone. 
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Therefore whatever roads repair 
To cities on the plain, my own 
Lead upward to the peaks; and there 
I feel, pushing my ribs apart, 
The wide sky entering my heart. 
~Byron Herbert Reece, 1950b 
Discussion 
 As history shows, the Appalachian Region has experienced tumultuous events that 
directly affected the communities and their economic wellbeing. Those events, including poor 
management by state and local governments during economic booms through exploitation of 
natural resources such as coal and timber, came to a sudden halt as large corporations left behind 
scarred land with little sustaining employment for workers. The leadership during this era was of 
little help to families as those in authority used their power for selfish gains (Eller, 2010). The 
issue of poverty was and remains paramount in certain areas of Appalachia. The poor 
infrastructure during that era was comprised of a few poorly maintained roads in the 
mountainous areas. The roads, mainly impassable, attributed to curtailing opportunities for 
children to attend school, if a school was available within driving distance. Unfortunately, little 
attention was paid to the educational needs of the youth by the government.  
However, leadership began to emerge in the form of those nonpartisan groups that 
wanted to provide educational opportunities, such as the inception of the Hindman Settlement 
School in the early 1900s (Stoddart, 2002). The issue of poverty continued and became a 
campaign promise to improve conditions by Senator John F. Kennedy after he stopped in West 
Virginia during his presidential campaign. Indeed, years earlier, Senator Robert Kennedy had 
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made efforts toward improving conditions by the creation of studies of this issue (Schmitt, 2009). 
These actions later became the foundation of the Appalachian Regional Commission to address 
the poor economic conditions of this region. However, the ARC continues to show the 
persistence of poverty in Appalachia and the low educational attainment for these same areas. 
The socio-economic status and correlated low education attainment remain a problem for some 
areas of the Appalachian Region.  
 This assumption of oppression from those in authority leaves out local groups that 
wanted more for their families. As mentioned, there were groups formed within communities to 
tackle the problems themselves. These movements ranged from the Council of Southern 
Mountains, Appalachian Volunteers, the Eastern Kentucky Regional Development Council, 
women involved in strikes against working conditions, women building schools such as the 
Hindman Settlement School, and women improving opportunities. They are worthy of mention 
here as literature seems to overlook these noteworthy events. 
Fannin County, Georgia, home of the UNG Blue Ridge (BR) campus, is part of the 
Appalachian Region and is considered to be at the at-risk level of poverty as compared to the rest 
of the United States. Fannin County’s position is the next step above the lowest poverty ranking 
for the Appalachian Region, termed “distressed” per the ARC. Working closely with Fannin 
County leaders, the University of North Georgia instituted the Blue Ridge Scholars program as 
one attempt to address these issues, fully recognizing that there is certainly not a one-size-fits-all 
approach. 
The BR campus was located in this area to provide the opportunity for residents to begin 
their college studies. The inception of the Blue Ridge Scholars (BRS) program, designed 
specifically for first-generation and limited-income students from the Appalachian region, is the 
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basis for this case study. In regard to the problem of Appalachian poverty and low college 
completion rates, I developed this research study to discover whether the additional resources 
help BRS to persist in college. I asked the volunteer participants questions related to the research 
questions centering on (a) what resources have had an impact for students from the Appalachian 
region participating in the BRS program, and (b) how participation in the BRS program impacted 
transitions to traditional college campuses for students from the Appalachian region. 
The participants in this research were invited via an email that described my project for 
the purposes of this dissertation and were not offered any compensation. However, more 
participants may have been enticed to participate if the invitation had included a monetary 
award. I chose not to offer any compensation as I wanted participants to be completely free of 
any influence other than their own interest to participant in the project. Chapter 4 contains the 
participants’ stories from their experience as a BRS. The positive perceptions are apparent with 
the similar descriptions of how resources helped their transitions from high school to college and 
from a small campus to a larger campus, to the point that the BRS alumni still prefer to connect 
with their former professors who remain at the Blue Ridge campus. Some of the most important 
outcomes of this program were the acknowledged feelings of how students matter to professors 
and this encouragement has led to students’ increased feelings of self-confidence.  The 
participants used phrases such as “I can do this,” or BRS “inspired me to do better,” or they used 
the word “courage” to describe their growth while in the program. 
The prescribed resources of additional academic support and intensive advising were the 
backbone of the program, but more positive effects began to occur for the Scholars as they 
participated in BRS. They noted a change within themselves as they may have been marginalized 
while in high school and some dreaded the transition to college, yet they discovered they had a 
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place on campus. Their new place, designed specifically to encourage post-secondary education 
in an area where low college completion rates and poverty exist, did indeed impact these 
students’ persistence rates. Their feelings of marginality decreased while their feelings of 
mattering increased (Schlossberg, 1989) and the students became part of a group who came to 
rely on each other almost as a family while in this program.  
With assistance, they were able to overcome some of the barriers typically facing first-
generation and limited-income students. Carter and Robinson (2002) wrote that Appalachian 
students experience a gap in transition preparation as a difficult barrier to overcome. The 
Scholars did report difficulty but had enough grit to address barriers and found ways to conquer 
and find success in filling knowledge gaps of related to how to enter into college. This first step 
of relying on themselves reflect their drive to seek higher educational goals. Perhaps at last their 
grit has proven wrong the historical assumption that Appalachian people are resistant to change. 
Contrary to the past reflections that continue to plague the people in this region, these students 
break the portrayal of the stereotypical low education status of Appalachians. Although we see 
information that shows areas within Appalachia that experience extreme poverty and 
corresponding low college completion rates, these students show a different aspect of their 
values and their family values to encourage education beyond what their parents obtained. 
Elam’s (2002) “fierce independence” seemingly applied to all Appalachian families has a 
negative tone, yet these students exhibited a self-efficacy in a different manner. Their 
determination to take the opportunity for post-secondary education has a positive tone, not 
incorporating a distrust-of-outsiders type of independence, but to work with others to overcome 
barriers that could possibly deter some from going to college. Although these students show their 
resilience to succeed, the habitus of education continues to show systematic exclusion for 
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students outside of that mainstream, middle-class design. These students were successful; 
however,  there are many more who do not have access to these same opportunities. 
One evolution of the BRS program was the interpersonal aspect and the relationship 
created between faculty and student. These interpersonal relationships morphed into mentorship 
that has continued throughout the Scholars’ college career. Michael recognized the importance of 
this relationship as he said it “felt like the interpersonal and connectivity of the program and of 
the relationships I was able to develop on the Blue Ridge campus aided in my, aided in my 
educational development more.” He credits the underlying support for his personal development 
to the program, as did other Scholars. Patricia noted that the BR professors “just care,” and their 
relationships have evolved to include students’ mental and emotional state in addition to their 
educational success. The underlying tensions experienced by some Scholars while in high school 
did not appear to be present in the BRS in the participant interviews, as they spoke of their BRS 
program of extra support. 
Instead, in BRS scholars report more self-efficacy and personal growth. The influences of 
the BRS experience and their family support seem to defy some research from the literature as 
described in Chapter 2. Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital (1987) theory lines up with some high 
school experiences that the participants spoke of, such as the middle-class influences of 
educational practices which can leave out those on the outside fringes with lower levels of SES. 
Rather than placing blame on the system, however, researchers in the past have indicated that the 
individual is to blame. Yet, the research that indicated that families are responsible for a negative 
impact for their student’s educational goals does not seem to fit with the Scholars’ stories. In 
fact, Bourdieu’s (1987) “habitus” can apply to these families as they ingrain their value of 
education to their children. The Scholars’ families have a shared desire to see their children do 
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better, and as Patricia described, “You don’t want to end up where we are,” as Patricia’s parents 
did not attend college and expected her to get a college degree for better employment 
opportunities. Families from the Appalachian region represent a different belief that differs from 
what some literature likes to reiterate, which is a false perspective of the social capital of these 
families. Elam (2002) portrayed Appalachian families as “susceptible” and “acceptable of the 
status-quo,” which is in direct contrast to the Scholars’ description of their families. Although 
this BRS research project consisted of a small group of students, we know not all families from 
this region can be lumped into Elam’s category of hopelessness. 
Wallace and Diekroger (2000) wrote that Appalachian families believed education was 
not the “norm” for their culture and that they gave little importance to their children’s education. 
These negative reports from some research of Appalachian families are not representative of 
these BRS research participants. Indeed, Scott et al. (2015) believed the lower cultural capital of 
families play a major role in barriers to post-secondary education resulting in a lower expectation 
of their children’s educational opportunities; however, the Scholars, regardless of socio-
economic status or family background, described a different expectation from their families. 
Wilson et al. (2018) wrote about how families can place guilt on the students who leave 
for college, and some families in rural areas may not encourage their children to get a college 
education. The participants all reiterated that their families “pushed” them to go to college, and 
that family obligations such as what Michael experienced actually placed him in Blue Ridge, 
where he experienced “the biggest growth period” of his life. The Scholars’ educational pathway 
was made clear by their parents’ expectation, once again proving that not all families in this 
region experience the status quo described in literature. Any guilt parents place on their children 
who want to attend college is probably more widespread than just limited to a certain region. 
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Another support system that has developed within the BRS cohorts are peer-to-peer as 
Lawrence described. The Scholars worked together with their service-learning project and the 
interactions among the cohort began to turn into support they now carry in their advanced 
classes. Patricia reflected on texting some of her former cohort peers about classes in Dahlonega, 
and they still support and help each other. The cohesion the Scholars experienced during the 
program has had a lasting effect, as these Scholars are now the BRS alum, so to speak. 
The cohesion experienced by the BRS cohorts became stronger through their shared 
projects. Service-learning, part of the curriculum for Scholars, seemed to have a major impact on 
the Scholars. The participants spoke freely about how they managed the extra work the project 
added to their schedule, and they spoke with intensity about what they learned about the needs of 
the community through their project. Phrases like “eye-opening,” “need to fix,” “people don’t 
realize,” “beneficial to the community,” emerged time and time again, and as Amanda described, 
“I think getting education to people who are in poverty is the most important thing that we can 
do as a society.” Many Scholars spoke of including civic projects in their future, representing the 
successful impact of the service-learning project. Michael emphasized the impact he experienced 
with this comment, “I just want to make sure that whatever I’m doing, I’m benefitting the whole 
as opposed to just taking away from it.” Indeed, this HIP created a desire in some participants to 
include plans for helping others in their life goals. 
These Scholars described their BRS experience as one that prepared them for the next 
step of moving to a larger campus. They all agreed that the BRS program helped with their 
transition to another campus. As the BR campus offers courses for the first two years of degree 
work, students must transition to a four-year campus to complete their degree. The Scholars 
described how their experience of that transition by relating how they felt prepared to enter into a 
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new phase. Although any new place can enhance feelings of marginality and mattering 
(Schlossberg, 1989) the participants did experience a normal anxiety of finding their niche on a 
new campus. Amanda mentioned the transition was “daunting” in simple things like classes 
being located in different buildings, or fewer communications from their professors, or being 
homesick for a while, even though all are part of being in an unfamiliar place.  
The Scholars spoke of the Blue Ridge campus as having many familiar aspects, such as 
high school friends being on the same campus, or the high school feeling with having only two 
classrooms with the small campus. The changes that come along with transitioning to another 
campus are normal, and the Scholars felt they still had a support system available to them 
through continued access with the Blue Ridge faculty. Dr. Price described this support as “once 
our students, they’re always our students.” The mentorship from Blue Ridge faculty did not end 
with transitioning to another campus as many students described connecting back with their 
mentors as they felt the need arise. Schlossberg (2011) recognized that transitions can be life-
changing. Familiarity is a key factor in coping with significant changes. These Scholars 
experienced an important relationship with the BRS support system and, as they described, 
continue to seek those at Blue Ridge who created a lasting impression of their support. The 
confidence the Scholars placed on those who support them is yet another outcome from this 
program to have a lasting effect. 
The participants described their transition to another campus in terms of some anxiety, 
yet they had a place with their mentors in Blue Ridge if they needed continued support. This 
support did not come in the form of daily connections being in the same building. This support 
created their self-confidence in a way that they were able to tackle any obstacles found by being 
in a different place such as a larger, four-year campus. Emily noted that being away from her 
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family and her familiar place and “being on her own” was a positive experience. Michael 
indicated his growth during his time as a Scholar helped him to develop courage to address 
situations as they occur. Although their interpersonal relationships with new professors seemed 
as a diminished version of their pervious experiences on the BR campus, their ability to handle 
their own needs stems from their own self-efficacy and their personal growth as being a Scholar. 
The development of relationships with mentors and with peers bring the BRS to a certain point at 
the Blue Ridge campus, and then the transition to another campus requires these students to 
accept changes and incorporate them into their new place with the tools they learned from the 
BRS program. These Scholars seem to redefine self-reliance through a raised awareness of the 
current systematic problems in education, enabling them to navigate through barriers. This self-
reliance comes from their power of knowledge that the system is not conducive to everyone’s 
benefit, allowing them to find a way to overcome barriers to continue their education. 
The results of this research align with the findings of Astin (1984) and Tinto (1993, 1999, 
2012) as well as their theories of institutional actions to promote student engagement that leads 
to student retention thereby promoting student success. Astin’s (1984) Model of Student 
Involvement includes institutional policies that incorporate high institutional practices that have 
a positive effect for student retention and is proven with these participants’ reactions to their 
service-learning projects. Their new awareness of community issues and their planned future 
incorporation of civic interests help students to persist in their college pathway to complete 
college, which can potentially enable them to help others. 
Overall, the BRS program is deemed successful as described by the former Scholars 
through their stories of overcoming obstacles; gaining awareness of community issues, which in 
turn sparked a desire within themselves to continue civic engagement; and finding themselves 
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becoming a resource to their peers and to high school students as they encourage program 
participation. Michael described his perspective of the program and stated, “you should pursue 
this ‘cause it seems like it’ll put you on a route best for your life, and that’s what I decided to 
do.” The important benefits these Scholars have gained are the enhanced beliefs that they can 
rely on themselves to help others as they have learned from their mentors. The BRS program 
does indeed help students to persist, to become successful not only as college students but as 
civic minded individuals that promote higher education to young students, and to serve as 
mentors to others. This case study represents Appalachian students that thrived through the UNG 
Blue Ridge Scholar program, dispelling former research that now seems antiquated. Indeed, 
Elam’s (2002) description of Appalachians’ sense of fatalism due to their poor living conditions 
was not experienced by these students. Although efforts need to continue to enhance educational 
opportunities, these students have an enhanced civic awareness of where problems exist and have 
declared their desire to work with their local communities to bring an ongoing change for the 
future. The Scholars, now the BRS alum, express their interest in the program’s success and 
would like to see more opportunities for other students to participate in the program. 
Recommendations 
 This case study represents a small population that experienced a phenomenon of a college 
student participating in the BRS program. Their experiences created emerging themes derived 
from face-to-face interviews as with BRS volunteers in this research. The participants were 
asked open ended questions and freely expressed their opinions. Of those questions, one was to 
seek any recommendations they, as the BRS alum, would have to offer. The BRS program 
helped students gain confidence and work towards success; therefore, the Scholars brought up 
their ideas for improvements for the BRS program based on their experiences.  
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The Scholars have recommendations for moving forward, such as those suggested by 
Michael. He would like to see a similar program to be offered on other campuses within UNG, a 
type of cohort to build camaraderie with peers and to build better interpersonal relationships with 
professors where students can “be able to build yourself, your character, be more, you know, 
confident, encouraged, and able to help the community as well.”   
 The desire to see other programs such as the BRS implemented on the Dahlonega 
campus, or other campuses in general shows an understanding by BRS of how student programs 
are beneficial. As Bourdieu (1987) described, schools in general are designed for a middle-class 
society, and students with less socio-economic status may experience difficulties in a world they 
are not included in. Bourdieu’s point of the configuration of educational practices are by those 
with common elements within their own frame of social status and is exclusive to others outside 
of the created atmosphere in schools. Michael’s reference to being a little fish in a big pond is the 
perfect analogy to Bourdieu’s assessment of how outsiders try to fit in a world created by 
members of the middle-class.  
 Lawrence spoke of a different approach to the learning curve experience, particularly in 
the service-learning project about illiteracy. He described the learning curve applied to the BR 
administrators in that their approach became more attuned to teach Scholars how to engage the 
young students with their reading, not just simply reading to elementary school students. Scholar 
input is collected through surveys by Blue Ridge administration, and BRS appreciated their 
willingness to change mid-program. 
 Amanda suggested the BRS orientation would benefit from being a week-long so that 
students can better understand what the program offered. Amanda’s recommendation is similar 
to an offering of a summer bridge program. As Ott described the BRS model is based on the 
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Guttman Community College’s enhanced environment of academic and student support, GCC 
administers a summer bridge program. This program lasts for ten days and involves many 
aspects of college life, including introductory time spent with various campus departments 
alongside their new peers. Amanda believes that this extra time spent during orientation versus a 
weekend will allow students to understand more about the BRS program, allowing them to make 
a more informed decision about becoming a Scholar or becoming enrolled as a regular student. 
Any additional days attached to orientation or offering a summer bridge program would require 
additional funding, and perhaps financial support from local or foundation resources can create a 
sponsorship for the student. 
 Although I am not certain whether the BRS program will be offered to non-traditional 
students, perhaps a similar program can be designed to help older students who would like to 
work on their degree and may need additional academic support in core classes offered at the 
Blue Ridge campus. A student may have a family to support and would like to work on their 
degree to help raise their family’s economic status, and academic support can assist these 
students in the same way the BRS receive their support. Likewise, an early introduction of 
college programs like the BRS to younger students can help as they consider their future plans. 
Limitations 
 During this research process, I realized many limitations exist for the BRS case study. 
There are variables to consider, such as the review of literature, which often emphasizes the 
negatives of poverty, self-efficacy, and a distrust of outsiders for Appalachian students as a 
whole. While this case study was limited to a few students involved in only one program to offer 
extra supports to students in this region, this research by far does not represent the poorest in this 
region and does not capture those students who remain outside of post-secondary education 
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opportunities. Hence, this study does not address larger systematic issues with poverty and 
access to higher education. We see issues from the secondary schools that need to be addressed 
and are based on the premise that Appalachian students need to fit into that dominant society, the 
habitus of mainstream middle-class, white rules. Thus, there is a strong underlying assumption 
that culture should be given up by students to be accepted and to avoid marginalization. This is 
problematic at its core, as this habitus influences students to conform to those rules to assimilate 
to the dominant culture, in essence giving up a part of one’s self. 
During this case study, the participants revealed previous their lack of knowledge with 
important community issues where even the basic needs are still unmet such as food insecurity 
and illiteracy. Given this context, these students are actually part of the privileged status but still 
may be below socio-economic status of other students. The research questions were not designed 
to glean any personal details such as economic status, yet their discussion about the service-
learning projects reveal their limited understanding of issues in this area. 
 The BRS program has not existed long enough to provide results such as comparison 
tables of BRS’ grade point averages, number of years until graduation, and the completion of 
college, versus Blue Ridge students who were not in the BRS program. Quantitative research can 
provide statistical data for administrators to consider the success or failure of the BRS program. 
A longitudinal study to follow former Scholars as they continue their studies or if someone 
departed from college completely can be useful to explore both the intended and unintended 
consequences. Additionally, there are many factors that can be attributed to poverty and lack of 
post-secondary education which were not considered as part of this case study. A belief held by 
many that Appalachian poverty in some regions is still prevalent and can be backed up by studies 
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and maps; however, one has to question such differences between the existing literature and the 
findings from this case study.  
The research questions were created specifically for former BRS. However, there are 
other issues that can deter continuing educational goals. The problem of Appalachian poverty 
and low college completion is too broad a topic for easy answers, and a case study specific to 
one program is perhaps only useful for evaluating the effectiveness of one institution’s efforts to 
chip away at the current circumstances. The belief in stereotypical behaviors that somehow 
people in Appalachia have themselves to blame for their situation still widely persists, as does 
the failure to recognize oppression as systematic. Indeed, this case study does not assume a “one-
size-fits-all” approach in that it does not address cultural differences in Appalachia nor focus on 
people of color, language, or ability differences. 
Areas for Future Research 
 A research project with inclusion of other similar programs as existing within the 
Appalachian region has the potential to show the effects of the BRS program versus other 
programs. Since the BRS program was based on the Guttman model, perhaps statistical data 
could indicate how well the BRS program prepared students to be successful in college in 
comparison with other Appalachian college programs. With more research, data can be used to 
make improvements to the BRS or perhaps the BRS program can be duplicated at other 
Appalachian colleges to promote post-secondary education in additional efforts to improve the 
poverty and low college completion rates found within the region. One student’s words provide 
suitable closure for this study, as well as inspiration for exploring new approaches for addressing 




I would like to give back to the community, the knowledge that I have gained from 
Dahlonega, from UNG here. I would like to give that back to my community, because 
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CONGRATULATIONS! You have been identified to participate in the Blue Ridge Scholars 
program.  
 
The UNG Blue Ridge Scholars (BRS) program is designed to ensure first-year students have the 
academic, social and financial supports needed to lead themselves, lead in the classroom and lead 
in their communities. Scholars are matched with an academic coach and faculty mentors to 
ensure they achieve post-secondary success.  
 
To be eligible for the Blue Ridge Scholars program, a student must: 
 Have been accepted to University of North Georgia Blue Ridge Campus  
 Have a HOPE Calculated GPA of 2.5 or higher upon High School graduation 
 
APPLICATION PROCESS  
 
 Before submitting documentation, make sure you meet all of the eligibility requirements 
listed above.  
 
 Submit one (1) Reference Form – Follow instructions on form provided with this email. 
 
 Submit a 750-word essay on “What Being a Leader Means to Me”. Email essay to 
Nathan Price below. 
 
 Attend the Blue Ridge Scholars Preview Session on Thursday, June 20th at 6:00 p.m. at 
the UNG Blue Ridge Campus. We strongly encourage students to bring their parent or 




 All Supporting Documentation must be received by 5:30 p.m. on Thursday, June 27th  
 
 Submissions will be reviewed by the program coordinator and campus leadership.  
 
 A short in-person interview will be scheduled during the week of July 1st  
 
 You will be notified no later than Friday, July 19th regarding your acceptance to the Blue 
Ridge Scholars program. 
 
 
If you have any questions in the process, please contact: 
 
Dr. Nathan Price 
Program Coordinator and Faculty 
Blue Ridge Scholars program 
Nathan.Price@ung.edu  
 
Lori L. Bramlett 
Assistant Director for Enrollment Services 





















Blue Ridge Scholars Parent Support Guidelines 
(2019-2020) 
 
Starting college is an exciting time for many students and an important step toward achieving 
their career goals. However, the process can also be stressful for students given the transition to 
a new environment and the increase in workload and academic rigor. However, the transition to 
a new environment and the increase in collegiate workload and academic rigor can also be 
stressful for students. The general rule for college courses is that the students should spend two 
hours studying outside of class for every credit hour that they are in class. Students in the 
Scholars Program take a minimum of 12 credit hours plus a one-hour leadership course 
which translates to 13 hours of class time per week + 26 hours of class preparation totaling 
39 hours per week. In addition, some weeks will include 
service-learning activities that can add 2 to 3 hours per week. 
In our experience, a full time course load can be very challenging for students, particularly for 
those who also work 20 or more hours per week. Nevertheless, a strong support structure can 
empower students to thrive as they take on these challenges. The faculty and staff at UNG are 
committed to supporting your student as they navigate this experience. As this is a new 
experience for many parents as well, we want to provide you some tips for how you can support 
your student as they take this next step in their career. 
1) Student Resources: Remind them to use their resources! Your student is finishing a 
two-day orientation during which we have made them aware of the academic and 
counseling services we have at UNG. We have thrown a lot of information at them, and 
they are not going to remember all of it. When the going gets tough, remind them that 
UNG offers a wide range of services including tutoring, academic advising, and 
counseling and more. Remind your student to seek services as needed. 
2) Stress Management: Talk to your student about managing stress. Many students will 
experience significant stress levels particularly during mid-term and finals week. 
a. Encourage healthy behaviors: 
i. Periodic exercise. 
ii. Proper nutrition. 
iii. Talking about their experiences. 
iv. Getting plenty of sleep. 
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v. Taking downtime for relaxation. 
b. Discourage unhealthy practices: 
i. Overuse of social media. (some students are on these platforms for 10-20 
hours per week! 
ii. Avoid all-nighters for studying! They do NOT help! 
3) Connecting on Campus: Encourage your student to make connections with the faculty and 
staff at UNG. Our Blue Ridge Campus is full of dedicated professionals who care about 
student success. Some of us were first-generation college students, and all of us 
understand the pressures our students face. All of the Blue Ridge Scholars have an academic coach as 
well as a faculty mentor. These people are there to help your student navigate this experience, so 
encourage them to make those connections. 
4) Service Learning: The Blue Ridge Scholars engage in service-learning activities out in our community. 
These service-learning activities require extensive planning and careful collaboration with our community 
partners. This program is designed to empower future leaders and teach them how to work with a diverse 
group of people in pursuit of mutually beneficial results. Ask your student about our projects and 
encourage them to give 100% effort at all times. Remind them that their actions reflect not just upon them, 
but their families and the UNG community as well. 
5) Setting Goals: Talk to your student about their short-term and long-term goals and help them monitor 
their progress toward those goals throughout the year. Remind your student of a lesson that you have 
probably already taught them: many of the best things in life can only be achieved with hard work and 
sacrifice. Some students lose sight of their goals during their first year of college. We can always work 
with your student to revise those goals as necessary, but it is impossible to achieve success without a 























The UNG Blue Ridge Scholars program is designed to ensure that first year, full time students have the 
academic, social and financial supports needed to lead themselves, lead in the classroom and lead in their 
communities.  
 
I, _________________________________________ (print student’s name), understand that participating in 
the Blue Ridge Scholars program requires commitment, motivation and dedication. Upon becoming a Blue 
Ridge Scholar, I commit to the following: 
• Participate in ALL aspects of the Blue Ridge Scholars program including, but not limited to: 
 Academic courses 
 One hour non-credit leadership course 
 One mandatory advisement session and one mandatory academic conference with the academic 
coach every semester 
 A mandatory meeting with the program coordinator after the fall semester to assess progress toward 
goals 
 Lunch and Learn Workshops 
 Tutoring, at the discretion of my instructors 
 Service-learning activities that will be specified by my professors 
 Maintain at least a 2.0 HOPE calculated GPA 
• Work as a team. Community engagement is vital to the mission of the Blue Ridge Scholars program.  
• Conduct myself with integrity and in accordance with UNG student code of conduct at all times.  
• Be a student leader on campus, which will include showing up on time to class, coming prepared to learn and 
exhibiting the utmost professionalism in all off-site visits and service learning projects.  
• Utilize all UNG resources on campus to support my personal and academic growth 
 
I understand the following: 
 
• Falling below a 2.0 HOPE calculated GPA may result in removal from the program; while failing two courses will 
automatically result in removal from the program. Any student who earns less than a 2.0 GPA, but does not fail 
two courses can apply for a waiver to remain in the program. (Eligibility will ultimately be determined by the 
program coordinator in consultation with the faculty and staff.) 
• Our engagement with the community requires extensive planning and preparation. As with any team project, the 
work we do requires every person to perform their assigned duties to the best of their ability. Any Scholar who is 
determined to not be contributing his or her fair share to service-learning projects will receive a written warning 
from the program coordinator for the University of North Georgia and our Blue Ridge campus. A second offense 
could result in expulsion from the program. 
• Students can be removed from the program for failure to abide by the policies stated in the UNG student code of 
conduct. 
 
I acknowledge that I have read and understand all of the above provisions of the Blue Ridge Scholars contract. I 












Appendix D Case Study Interview Guide 
Donna Caldwell 
IRB Approved Case Study 2019-130-C&U 
EDD Interview Guide 
Heading 
The impacts of socioeconomic status and high school to college transition in Appalachia: A 
study of the University of North Georgia Blue Ridge Scholars. 
Instructions to the Interviewer 
Describe purpose of the study; be cognizant of time lapse, any signs of distress, and determine if 
the questions asked are appropriately understood by the participant. 
Beginning of Interview 
Describe the Researcher Role 
I am a UNG student working on my doctoral degree by studying the topic of student transitions 
to college in Appalachia, in particular the students in the Blue Ridge Scholars program at the 
Blue Ridge Campus. 
Engage in a natural conversational question such as: 
Tell me about yourself – what is your name? 
What is your major? 
What would you like to do in the future? 
What factors influenced you to go to college? 
a. When did you begin to consider going to college? 
b. Can you describe what the term ‘First-Generation College Student” means? 
c. What has been your family’s experience with college? 
d. How would you describe how your family views college? 
e. In what ways did your high school prepare you for college?  
f. Describe any teachers or administrators who particularly influenced your decision to 
attend college and your perception of their effort. 
g. Looking back, is there anything else high school could have done to prepare you for 
college?  
Why UNG Blue Ridge Campus? 
How did the Blue Ridge Scholars program affect your college introduction? 






Describe your first day of college. 
a. How was your first semester? 
b. Did you notice any differences between your high school teachers and your college 
instructors? Can you describe them? 
How did you perceive any support in being a college student? 
a. Tell me about your experience in the Blue Ridge Scholars program. 
b. What types support have you received in the Blue Ridge Scholars program?  
c. What have been the most helpful aspects of the Blue Ridge Scholars program? 
d. Do you have any suggestions to improve or change the program? 
. Describe any visits to other UNG campuses. 
a. How do you think being in the Blue Ridge Scholars program has prepared you to 
transition to another campus? Do you feel prepared to go to another campus for your 
third year? 
b. Describe what you think another campus will be like and contrast to the Blue Ridge 
campus (Are there particular topics about which you’re concerned in terms of making 
this transition? Or worried about?) 
Making a different choice. 
 Do you feel that you should be working full time to support the family instead of going to 
college? 
Describe the transition to another campus – how is it different from Blue Ridge? 
How do you feel about the extra support via BRS and being at a different campus? 
Are you involved in any community project or student organizations? 
And the end of the interview, thank the participant and invite them to send emails to the 
researcher’s email address if needed. 
 
 
 
 
 
